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  Abstract 
This study seeks to analyse the Salafi-jihadist movements Jabhat al- Nusra and the Islamic State of 
Iraq and the Levant’s presence, role and organisation in the current war afflicted Syria. By using 
theoretical and analytical pointers from social movement theory, this thesis will analyse material 
about the social movements, and the Syrian war in general. It was concluded social movement 
theory is applicable to Salafi-jihadist groups. Hence, the presence, role and organisation of the two 
cases were established. Jabhat al- Nusra and the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant play a 
significant role in the civil war. Both have strong military capabilities, resources and an essential 
effect on the Syrian population. Furthermore, the organization of the social movements has grown 
immensely since the beginning of the civil war. Social movement theory in most cases establishes 
the structures, tactics and strategies of Jabhat al- Nusra and the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant.      
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Introduction 
 
In recent years dramatic changes have taken place in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), 
which has stirred former totalitarian states into a more democratic direction. The Syrian Uprising 
began in 2011 as part of the Arab Spring (2011) but unlike countries such as Egypt, the conflict in 
Syria developed into an on-going civil war. President Bashar al-Assad (1965) refused to end his 
authoritarian rule and implement democracy. This resulted in a war against those who wished to 
remove him. These are known as the opposition, which constitute the Free Syrian Army (FSA) but 
also diverse Salafi-jihadist groups and a political opposition: the Syrian National Council.   
The battlefield in Syria provided an opportunity for Salafi-jihadists to gain a foothold in Syria and 
prevent Western influence. Two such groups are the Sunni Jabhat al-Nusra (2012) and the Islamic 
State of Iraq and the Levant (2004), who continue fighting for a Syrian state based on Sharia law. 
These radical movements have strong ties to Al-Qaeda (AQ) and have been labelled terrorist 
organisations by the international community. However, Jabhat al-Nusra (JN) and the Islamic State 
of Iraq and the Levant’s (ISIS) presence in Syria has been considered significant, in the fight 
against the Assad regime.  
Salafi-jihadists such as JN and ISIS are very secretive and not much is known about their 
organization and structure. However, they have long been considered a security threat towards the 
West and therefore, have often been studied as part of security and militant studies. Recently 
scholars have applied social movement theory (SMT), to the study of religious groups in the MENA 
but seldom on Salafi-jihadist movements. Therefore, this master thesis will apply SMT to the study 
of the Salafi-jihadist groups JN and ISIS. The use of SMT can provide a better understanding of the 
two groups organisation, role and presence in Syria.   
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Problem Formulation 	  
Recent academic studies of mainstream Islamic movements have convincingly argued that religious 
groups can be studied using Social Movement Theory. However, the same approach has rarely been 
applied to Salafi-jihadi groups, the study of which has been dominated by security and militant 
studies. This master thesis seeks to analyse the Salafi-jihadists movements’ presence, role and 
organisation in the present war afflicted Syria with a focus on the groups Jabhat al- Nusra and the 
Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant. Using theoretical and analytical pointers garnered from Social 
Movement Theory, the thesis will analyse material from and about the groups, and about the Syrian 
war in general. 
 
    
Terminology  
 
Numerous terms used in this thesis requires specific definitions and explanations as they often have 
diverse meanings. This thesis applies the definition of a social movement by John Wilson, who 
states “…a social movement is a conscious, collective, organized attempt to bring about or resist 
large-scale change in the social order by non-institutionalized means.” (Wilson, 1973: 8). However, 
a social movement is further considered as “…carriers of extant ideas and meanings that grow 
automatically out of structural arrangements, unanticipated events, or existing ideologies.” (Benford 
and Snow, 2000: 613). The term Islamic activism by Quintan Wiktorowicz constitute “…the 
mobilization of contention to Muslim causes.” (Wiktorowicz, 2003: 2) when used in this thesis. A 
third term is Salafi-jihadists and according to Elizabeth O’Bagy, they reject the Western modern 
state and seek to establish an Islamic caliphate based on Sharia law. Furthermore, “They maintain 
the centrality of militant jihad in achieving their vision of an Islamic state, and they believe that 
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their political objectives can only be achieved through violent means.” (O’Bagy, 2012:18). Salafism 
comes in three forms: Salafi-purists, Salafi-politicos and Salafi-jihadists. Even though, there are 
similarities one crucial difference transpire, as Salafi-jihadists believe in the use of violent means to 
achieve their goals. The final term is civil war, which in this thesis is defined as “… territorially 
enclosed exclusively within the borders of an internationally recognized state…the actors in a civil 
war must be clearly defined. The government must be one of the actors, functioning as an armed 
entity whose motive is to continue its control over resources, force, political mobilization, and self-
determination.” (Bhardwaj, 2012:78).  
  
Methodology  
The intent of this master thesis was to analyse the Salafi-jihadist movements’ presence, role and 
organisation in the present war afflicted Syria with JN and ISIS as cases. The events in Syria are 
fairly recent and on-going therefore, the material is new and deficient in certain spheres. Moreover, 
most of Syria is cut off from journalists and researchers leaving ethnographic, first-hand and 
credible accounts to be limited. Very few studies of Salafi-jihadists as SMs have been made hence, 
it was problematic to conduct this type of analysis. The material available centres mainly on 
security and military conditions thereby a challenge to locate literature, which focused on structure 
and organization. Salafi-jihadists differ from other Islamic activists as they apply violent means 
instead of operating via the parliamentary arena like the Muslim Brotherhood. This limits the access 
and study of Salafi-jihadists as well as their extremist and secretive features. This further clarifies 
the causes for the limited ethnographic and first-hand accounts available, which restricted this 
analysis. SMT has generally been applied to Western movements but few scholars such as Quintan 
Wiktorowicz (2003), Joel Beinin and Frédéric Variel (2013), has studied Islamic activism with an 
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SMT approach. However, this method has not been applied to Salafi-jihadists, which this thesis will 
attempt. The literature of SMT is very extensive nevertheless, not all theories would be able to fulfil 
the purpose hence, a selection had to be made. The choice of theories was essential, as most focuses 
on Western circumstances and rarely on religious social movements (SM) as the Salafi-jihadists. 
The SMT theories had to match the purpose of this thesis, which was to establish the presence, role 
and organisation of JN and ISIS therefore, not all theories would be useful. The theories: relative 
deprivation, resource mobilization and framing were considered the most relevant. In the theoretical 
part, the attempt was to communicate with the research methods as it had been argued SMT could 
be applied to Salafi-jihadists in Syria.    
JN and ISIS were selected as cases due to their estimated significance in the Syrian civil war and 
for their extremist Salafi-jihadist belief. It was problematic to find useful material on the groups, as 
JN was established relatively recently and ISIS’ presence in Syria being fairly new. Moreover, 
Syria has since the war been inaccessible for the media and foreigners and studies of Salafi-jihadists 
as SMs is rare, which has resulted in limited ethnographic, first-hand and credible accounts. 
However, some reports have been made on JN and Salafi-jihadists presence in Syria and these 
provided studies of the SMs participation in the civil war. However, none were ethnographic, first-
hand accounts or studies of them as SMs, which needed to be taken into consideration otherwise, 
the analysis would be inadequate. The reports further provided bibliographies, which specified 
other useful sources. Newspaper articles also proved to be a useful means in analysing and 
interpreting JN and ISIS. However, these did not discuss the presence, role and organisation of the 
two groups but reported on specific events and situations. But by combining the information from 
the reports and articles to analyse and interpret, it was possible to obtain valuable material for this 
master thesis. However, it was essential to take into account that these were not ethnographic or 
first-hand accounts hence, assessing their credibility was essential. As the events in Syria are very 
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recent, journal articles were very limited nevertheless those discussing the ideology of Salafism 
were helpful. These could be combined with the reports and newspaper articles to explain JN and 
ISISs motivation and actions. Moreover, due to the recentness books have not yet been published 
hence, not an option. As previously stated the material available on Salafi-jihadists such as JN and 
ISIS in Syria has been limited, and this complicated the making of this thesis. Therefore, this 
analysis will be a useful contribution to this sphere, as it will determine the presence, role and 
organisation of JN and ISIS.    
 
Literature Review 
This master thesis relies mostly on secondary sources and much has been produced on SMT. It was 
important to select SMT literature in accordance with its theories, as they would be the tool in 
determining JN and ISISs presence, role and organisation. Most of the literature used is fairly recent 
however, parts of SMT go back to the 1960s and required sources from around that period. 
However, the theories have with time been further developed to match the constantly changing 
circumstances, which in some cases has out-dated some sources. Articles such as Framing 
Processes and Social Movements: An Overview and Assessment (2000) by Benford and Snow 
discuss the concept of framing and it’s many processes in relation to SMs. However, Benford and 
Snow dominate the literature on framing and this makes it limiting by being subjective. Books such 
as Social Movements in an Organizational Society: Collected Essays (2009) by Mayer N. Zald and 
John D. McCarthy is further used. The authors argue relative deprivation theory neglects to explain 
the rise of SMs. However, the sources used by Zald and McCarthy dates back to the 1960s and 
1970s and cannot be considered relevant without the use of more recent material.   
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The study of Islamic activism with SMT is relatively new and few publications have been made. 
Quintan Wiktorowiczs book Islamic Activism A Social Movement Theory Approach (2003), is 
considered essential in this field of study. Wiktorowicz analyse Islamic activism with the use of 
SMT and argues SMT successfully can be applied to Islamic activism. Moreover, the author 
outlines differentiations between Western and Islamic activism but still within the SMT perspective. 
As the SMT approach to Islamic activism is recent, the field of study is restricted due to the limited 
amount of literature available. However, Wiktorowiczs book draws on extensive fieldwork, 
ethnographic accounts and experience with the MENA, which qualifies the book as credible. Social 
Movements, Mobilization, and Contestation in the Middle East and North Africa (2013) by Joel 
Beinin and Frédéric Variel further states SMT can be applied to Islamic activism. This book is from 
2013 hence, recent but the MENA region is constantly changing which could outdate parts of its 
analysis. This is also the case with Wiktorowicz and has been taken into consideration in the 
analysis of JN and ISIS. Furthermore, Beinin and Vaiel focus on countries such as Egypt, which is 
incomparable to the case of Syria as the uprising developed into a civil war.  
The war in Syria is fairly recent but the history between Salafi-jihadists and the Baath regime goes 
back to the 1950s. This thesis will primarily use reports, newspaper and journal articles to discuss 
the past and present relationship between the regime and Salafi-jihadists. Much material has been 
published on this topic, so it was a challenge to choose the most credible. Peter Neumann’s journal 
article (2014) is useful however, despite being recent it is not an ethnographic account as it 
discusses the present and past affiliation. Additionally, Neumann argues both Assad regimes 
collaborated with Salafi-jihadists. Even though other authors such as Elizabeth O’Bagy (2013) 
states this as well, empirical evidence is almost non-existent. Nevertheless, the evident presence of 
Salafi-jihadists in Syria currently, suggests that some kind of collaboration did take place until 
2011.    
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The analysis of this master thesis discusses JN and ISISs presence, role and organisation in the 
Syrian civil war by applying SMT. The sources applied in the analysis are mostly secondary as the 
primary ones are in Arabic. Reports and newspaper articles on JN and ISIS are available but as the 
events in Syria are very recent, books have not yet been produced. Most of Syria has been cut off 
from journalists, researchers etc. leaving ethnographic, first-hand and credible accounts 
inaccessible. Moreover, most of the material published on JN and ISIS has mainly been in relation 
to security and military studies, which made it challenging to apply SMT. The majority of literature 
such as Jihad in Syria (2012) by Elizabeth O’Bagy and Jabhat al-Nusra A Strategic Briefing (2013) 
by Noman Benotman and Roisin Blake centres on JN. Thereby, other significant groups such as 
ISIS are neglected and JNs significance is overestimated. In addition these are not ethnographic 
accounts, which limits their credibility. Particularly as JNs recruitment, training and structure are 
established without having witnessed this themselves. It was problematic to locate literature on ISIS 
hence, chapter five relies mostly on newspaper articles. The literature amongst others comprise The 
Short, Violent Life of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi (2006) by Mary Anne Weaver and Al-Qaeda in Syria: 
A Closer Look at ISIS Part One and Two (2013) by Aaron Zelin. The latter is not an ethnographic 
account, which restricts its integrity. However, the two articles provide a useful analysis of ISIS 
relationship with AQ and its role in the Syrian civil war. The article by Weaver is particularly 
useful, as it is a partial ethnographic account. The author carried out empirical research, to establish 
the origins of ISIS and the role of its first leader Abu Musab al-Zarqawi (1966-1960), which 
provided a rare insight into ISIS creation. The research was amongst others carried out in al-
Zarqawi’s hometown and affiliates were interviewed. However, the article is only partially 
ethnographic, as al-Zarqawi was not interviewed personally as well as ISIS constituents.   
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1. Social Movement Theories 	  
Social movements have been a constant part of history for centuries and have been highly discussed 
amongst academics. To begin with chapter one will define the phenomena social movement and 
discuss the many definitions. The phenomena have given rise to a field, known as Social Movement 
Theory (SMT), which has produced countless theories of social movements. This chapter will select 
a number of relevant theories within SMT, which will be discussed. Scholars such as Robert D. 
Benford, David A. Snow (2000) and Sidney Tarrow (1995) will be used.  
 
1.1 Academic History 
  
There are many diverse definitions of the phenomena social movement (SM) and its academic 
history can be traced back to the 1950s with collective action and behaviour. However, in the 1960s 
the study had advanced and Sidney Tarrow proclaims, this period was dominated by a conservative 
functionalist and pluralist approach by “Those who came from a Marxist background struggled to 
see in the contradictions of capitalism the sources of the behaviour they were observing…In 
reaction…non-Marxist backgrounds searched for substitutes for the working class in students…and 
groups that were dislocated by the changes in advanced capitalism. (Tarrow, 2012:1-2). The cause 
for the capitalist focus was due to the historic features of this period such as inflation and economic 
recession. Furthermore, as the Marxists failed to determine the causes for collective action, the 
pluralist scholars developed Relative Deprivation Theory (RDT) as a response. However, in the 
1970s RDT was criticized for its lack of explaining organizational and strategic structures of SMs. 
Despite its lack, RDT is useful for this thesis as deprivation and grievance plays a significant part in 
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the rise of Middle Eastern and North African movements. Resource Mobilization Theory (RMT) 
was created as a response to RDT by American sociologists, who applied a structuralist approach to 
SMs. The assumption that grievance and deprivation were the main source of collective action was 
practically abandoned, as academics began focusing on resources. Although RMT has remained 
popular, it was criticized in the 1980s. The critic was founded in the lack of  “…its attention to what 
movements actually do. Do they protest? Do they socialize their militants and members?...Or do 
movement organizations negotiate the space between contention and convention..?”(Tarrow, 2012-
20). In the 1980s theories such as framing arose and attempted to avoid the criticism of RDT and 
RMT. Nevertheless, RMT is useful for this thesis as it determines the organizational and strategic 
structures of SMs.  
 
Framing arose as a response to the absence of culture in the previously discussed theories. Framing 
goes beyond one task and establishes diverse aspects of SMs. The theory is able to ascertain some 
of the purposes of other SMT theories but its main focus is culture, which makes framing relevant 
for this thesis. Prior to the 1990s SMT studied mostly European and Western SMs but “When the 
new transnational activism first appeared…there was enthusiasm among activists and scholars that 
it might ushering into a new and expanded “global civil society”…both groups began to appreciate 
the interactions between “the local” and “the global”.” (Tarrow,2012:182). It can be stated this 
period is vital as scholars began to examine and applying the tools of SMT to SMs beyond the 
West. Previously SMs in the West was not considered compatible with others such as the Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA). However, globalization and this new interaction among the local 
and global transformed SMT. SMs in the West and elsewhere both became perceived as  “…a 
conscious, collective, organized attempt to bring about or resist large-scale change in the social 
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order by non-institutionalized means.” (Wilson, 1973: 8) and as “…carriers of extant ideas and 
meanings that grow automatically out of structural arrangements, unanticipated events, or existing 
ideologies.” (Benford and Snow, 2000: 613). Even though, the study of SMs transformed in the 
1990s it was not until 9/11 2001, the MENA and Islamic activist groups reached its main focus. 
Scholars attempted to understand these SMs and its influence on the Western world by applying 
SMT.              
 
1.2 Relative Deprivation Theory  
RDT is a useful tool in partly explaining SMs and Simone Flynn (2011) distinguishes between two 
types of RDT- egotistic deprivation and fraternal deprivation. The latter is “…also called group 
deprivation, refers to the discontent arising from the status of the entire group as compared to a 
referent group. Fraternal deprivation may strengthen a group’s collective identity…” (Flynn, 2011: 
101). It can be argued fraternal deprivation is reached, when a comparison of one group is made to 
another. The other ‘has’ something which the group desires and feels a legitimate right to have as 
well. The group is not necessarily a SM in a society, it can also constitute a country, society, culture 
etc. One example is the Arab Uprisings (2011) where the populations in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya and 
Syria compared itself to the West. They felt deprived of democracy and better social conditions, 
which they believed was a legitimate right. However, RDT neglects to explain certain factors such 
as resources, organization and strategy which are essential in the creation and survival of a SM. 
Therefore, the theory is not able to clarify the resources used by the population and SMs in the Arab 
Uprisings such as mobilization as well as the organizational and strategic structures. Egotistic 
deprivation “…refers to a single individual’s feeling of comparative deprivation.” (Flynn, 2011: 
101). This is similar to fraternal deprivation as comparisons a made however, this is not done on a 
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group level but by an individual. One person compares oneself to another and deprivation can arise. 
Compared to fraternal deprivation, egotistic deprivation occurs on a smaller scale, as the person’s 
deprivation is confined to the individual. However, one person’s feeling of deprivation and belief of 
legitimacy, can lead to fraternal deprivation. If several individuals feel the same deprivation and use 
it to generate collective action, it can compose a SM and the deprivation shifts into fraternal. 
However, the theory neglects to explain why only some deprivations lead to collective action. The 
majority of people feel some kind of deprivation but in most cases it does not lead to collective 
action and SMs.  
 
Mayer N. Zald and John D. McCarthy states “…empirical work…led us to doubt the assumption of 
a close link between pre-existing discontent and generalized beliefs in the rise of social movement 
phenomena…studies have shown little or no support for expected relationships between objective 
or subjective deprivation and the outbreak of movement phenomena…” (McCarthy and Zald, 
2009:17). McCarthy and Zald proclaim deprivation cannot explain the rise of SMs but this thesis 
believes it to be part of diverse factors. RDT is a useful tool in clarifying the rise of SMs however, 
deprivation is not the sole cause for the phenomena. It is part of other contributing factors such as 
opportunity, resources and mobilization. Deprivation is a necessity for creating a SM as an 
individual or group has to have experienced some kind of deprivation. Otherwise there would not 
be a cause to create a SM. However, in a few cases such as animal rights movements, deprivation 
can be non-existent. Denton E Morrison argues “…it is clear that persons who have experienced 
steady and abject poverty are not as likely as others to be involved in movements of protest and 
change, particular others who have experienced some improvements in their situation and who 
wants assembly want those improvements to continue.” (Morrison, 675: 1971). Morrison’s 
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argument is partly true as if one has experienced positive change in a situation, one is likely to 
desire further change. However, a person experiencing status quo is not less likely to feel deprived 
but the deprivation may be less obvious to the individual. Even though Morrison’s theory focuses 
on financial deprivation, it is applicable to other types of deprivation. RDT will be a useful tool in 
the analysis of this thesis, as SMT has been argued applicable to Salafi-jihadist groups. If this is the 
case, RDT will partly be able to explain the causes for the creation of JN and ISIS but not the 
mobilization of resources.   
 
1.3 Resource Mobilization Theory 
RMT is able to cover some of the lacks from RDT and Harold R. Kerbo argues “…the resource 
mobilization perspectives focuses attention on the ability of social movement promoters to gain an 
manipulate resources of power, to organize, to recruit members from existing voluntary association 
networks, and to provide individual incentives or coercion in motivating participation...” 
(Kerbo,1982:646). RMT is used to explain and establish the organizational and strategic 
perspectives of SMs. Resources are essential for the survival of SMs but there are several kinds of 
resources such as constituents. A movement dependent on members, otherwise the SM is non-
existent and numerous methods can be used such as credibility and achievements. Credibility 
implies the attempt to undermine another movement, by publicly doubting and undermine its 
credibility to procure new activists. This can be done by indicating faults in a SMs strategy, 
message and ideology and evidencing the credibility of ones own SM. Achievements are the 
progress a SM has made by reaching its goals and these indicate success thereby, attracting new 
members. The credibility and achievements will also motivate and attract individuals to join. 
However, social networks are possibly the most essential method in recruiting new members and 
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other resources. Resources is more than recruiting adherents as ensuring the survival and 
achievements of a SM also entails money, supplies in various forms and social networks such as 
‘friends in high places’. However, RMT only focuses on how to gain various resources and 
therefore, lacks significant elements. The theory neglects deprivation in procuring adherents but it 
further, lacks to explain why SMs with limited resources can be successful. Examples would be the 
Feminist Movement in the 19th and 20th century and the African-American Civil Rights Movement 
in the 20th century. These movements felt deprived and had relatively few resources but were able 
to succeed, survive and change society dramatically.       
 
By applying RMT McCarthy and Zald attempt to explain the organizational structure of SMs. 
Constituents are divided into five groups: cadre, professional cadre, professional staff, workers and 
transitory team. The Cadre is defined as “…individuals who are involved in the decision-making 
processes... Cadre members may devote most of their time to the organization or only part…Those 
who receive compensation…and devote full time to the organization, we term professional 
cadre…”(McCarthy and Zald, 2009: 28). It can be argued, the cadre are the leaders as they are in 
charge of decision-making and most importantly ensuring the survival of a SM. Moreover, the 
cadre is responsible for choosing strategies and resources such as current members, procuring new 
ones and financial means. A SM can have several cadres however, usually there is one sole leader, 
which is the head and the face of the group publicly. Professional staff, workers and transitory team 
are labelled as “…those who devote full time to the organization but are not involved in central 
decision-making processes…those who intermittently give time to organizational tasks, not at the 
cadre level, we term workers…A transitory team is composed of workers assembled for a specific 
tasks, short in duration.” (McCarthy and Zald, 2009: 28-29). The professional staff is those who 
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truly believe in the goals of the SM, which result in complete devotion to the group. Workers 
usually have some form of education or experience, which makes them useful to operate on the 
organizational level. However, they are replaceable and therefore, not part of the cadre level. The 
transitory team is part of the SM for a short period. Moreover, the team is not fully devoted to the 
cause but offer some kind of support part time. This organizational structure is a useful suggestion 
however, it can be stated the five groups are not universal. Furthermore, the proposed model lack 
advisors and external influence even though, these are not present in all cases. An advisor is close to 
the cadre and counsels when necessary and occasionally external resources such as donators can 
persist some kind of authority over a SM. This model is mostly applicable to Western SMs and has 
not been applied to Islamic groups. RMT will be useful in the analysis of JN and ISIS as it can 
attempt to determine the organizational and strategic structures. 
 
1.4 Framing  
Framing has been regarded a significant part of SMT and arose as a critique towards RMT. The 
theory focuses on frames, which “…denote schemata of interpretation that enable individuals to 
locate, perceive, identify, and label occurrences within their life space and the world at large. By 
rendering events or occurrences meaningful, frames function to organize experience and guide 
action...” (Snow et al., 1986:464). Individuals have a ‘vault’ consisting a particular culture, 
experiences, incidents etc. These are interpreted depending on ones life experiences and perceptions 
of these and the world. SMs can use the vault of individuals and their interpretations to obtain 
collective action. By linking the SMs beliefs, ideology, goals and activities to the individual’s 
interpretation of culture, experiences, incidents etc., frame alignment occurs (Snow et al., 
1986:464). When collective action is reached and develops into a SM, a new frame is created which 
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constitute the movement’s beliefs, ideology, goals and activities. This becomes the frame a SM 
perceives and identifies events and occurrences. However, this thesis believes there has to be a 
grievance and deprivation within an individual’s vault, for identifying with a SM and linking the 
two. Furthermore, the individual is necessitated to give value and purpose to its interpretations, 
otherwise it will not lead to collective action and a SM cannot associate the two. However, even 
though a new frame is created and develops into a SM, the ‘old’ frame still exists.  
 
Robert D. Benford and David A. Snow believe framing consists of diagnostic, prognostic and 
motivational framing and these are labelled core framing tasks. It can be proclaimed the former 
indicate an individual identifying a problem which one wishes to change. The identification usually 
involves deprivation and opportunity leading to mobilization and collective action. However, a SM 
also applies diagnostic framing when “…movements identify the “victims” of a given injustice and 
amplify their victimization…” (Benford and Snow, 2000: 615). This is similar to frame bridging 
however, diagnostic framing identifies individuals who have similar frames and increases the sense 
of deprivation. Thereby, a SM can convince the individual to join the movement as the person 
suddenly feels a higher degree of ‘victimization’ than previous. The authors further argue 
diagnostic framing is questionable regarding religious groups (Benford and Snow, 2000: 615). 
However, this thesis believes the diagnostic task is useful and applicable to religious groups as they 
often use individual’s misfortunes to recruit. An example is Islamic activist groups who amongst 
others argue, the West is too influential in the MENA and has deprived Arab citizens of their right 
to an Islamic state and decision-making. Prognostic framing refers to “…a proposed solution to the 
problem, or at least a plan of attack, and the strategies for carrying out the plan.” (Benford and 
Snow, 2000: 616). This master thesis believes this core framing task can occur on two levels: an 
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individual and a group level. The former implies a frame of deprivation by an individual and the 
solution is the opportunity, to create a movement while the strategy can be diagnostic framing. 
However, the latter level is more likely to occur as a SM already has identified the problem, which 
is the foundation for the movement. Thereby, the SM proposes a solution to the problem, which 
becomes the strategy of the SM. Strategies differ between groups as it depends on the identified 
problem/problems, goals and opportunities available. Some are more rewarding than others 
depending on the identification and it is up to the leaders of the movement to choose. The choice 
can be based on experience or inspiration however, a strategy can also fail and the movement will 
select a new one.  
 
Motivational framing “…provides a “call to arms” or rationale for engaging in ameliorative 
collective action, including the construction of appropriate vocabularies of motive.” (Benford and 
Snow, 2000: 617). This core-framing task is used by SMs to recruit and ensure participation of 
existing adherents. As the previous tasks focused on identification and strategy, the latter is about 
motivating and encouraging members and individuals to collective action. A SM will motivate by 
highlighting a deprivation and use certain glossaries, to rationalise and convince collective action is 
the solution. However, motivational framing is similar to the former discussed core framing tasks as 
these also entail the conviction, that participating in collection action is a rational solution to the 
problem. Furthermore, to convince participation, motivation is key and the strategy applied is 
usually the deprivation and grievance of the person in question. The use of certain vocabularies is a 
strategy used to maintain and attract new adherents but motivational framing is clearly linked to the 
former two. The latter task will occur within diagnostic and prognostic framing and not 
independently. The only possibility for motivational framing to act independently is to when 
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motivating adherents to a specific plan. The cadre will rationalise a particular plan by using certain 
glossaries to motivate members of the SM to carry out the plan. An obvious example would be 
Islamic suicide bombers, who are convinced by their leaders to preform a suicide attack. A certain 
religious vocabulary will be used to motivate the individual such as the ‘Will of God’, ‘Paradise’ 
and verses from the Holy Quran. These are key in convincing individuals this is for the greater good 
of Islam and carrying out the radical plan. Once the core-framing tasks have been obtained frame 
alignment can take place.                   
 
Frame alignment comes in four forms: frame bridging, amplification, extension and transformation. 
Snow et al. argue the former implies “…the linkage of two or more ideologically congruent but 
structurally unconnected frames regarding a particular issue or problem.” (Snow et al., 1986:467). 
Frame bridging can occur in three ways: between two individuals, between two SMs and between a 
SM and individual. The first implies when two individuals have experienced a similar frame 
however, the frames have to be independent of one another. The individuals recognise a similarity 
in their experiences and this can lead to frame bridging and the creation of a SM. It can be stated the 
frame usually consists of deprivation or grievance. The second way occurs, if the frames are 
compatible and only if the cooperation will strengthen the SMs and ensure their survival. However, 
SMs may not be able to link all its frames and therefore, can only cooperate within some frames. 
The latter occurs when a SM associates its frames with those of an individual and is often used to 
recruit new members. The second frame alignment is amplification, which indicates “…the 
clarification and invigoration of an interpretive frame that bears on a particular issue, problem or set 
of events.” (Snow et al., 1986:469). Individuals and SMs interpret and perceive frames differently 
despite the frame bridging. SMs mainly apply frame application to reconstruct frames so it 
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resembles or matches other frames. The cause for this is recruitment, cooperation or increasing 
chances of succeeding and surviving. However, frame application not always constitute the 
reconstruction of frames, it can also be an adjustment of norms and values, to become more 
attractive.  Frame extension is when “…an SMO may have to extend the boundaries of its primary 
framework so as to encompass interests or points of view that are incidental to its primary 
objectives but of considerable salience to potential adherents.” (Snow et al., 1986:472). Frame 
extension is similar to frame application but centres on procuring members and support. SMs do not 
necessarily change its frames but create a link, between the SM and frames of possible constituents. 
As a result potential members feel the cause and goals of the group correspond to their own and 
thereby, join the movement. Furthermore, frame extension is applied to gain resources such as 
support and capital. When using extension to gain resources and members, SMs has to target a 
specific person or group to create a link. One example is the peace movement Austin Peace and 
Justice Coalition. Efforts were made to attract new adherents by extending its frames to attract 
racial and ethnic minorities. Frame extension was made by adding a new goal, which encompassed 
the fight against social injustice, discrimination and oppression (Snow et al., 1986:472).  
 
The latter frame alignment is frame transformation, which occurs when “…new values may have to 
be planted and nurtured, old meanings or understandings jettisoned, and erroneous beliefs or 
"misframings" reframed in order to garner support and secure participants. What may be 
required…is a transformation of frame. (Snow et al., 1986:473). Occasionally frames, beliefs and 
ideologies of SMs have to be removed or reshaped. There are various causes for this drastic mean 
such as recruitment, competition with other SMs and ensuring existing adherents. The more 
members a SM represent, the stronger it is. If the frame extension proves unsuccessful, a SM can 
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reshape its frames, values and ideology to become attractive. Thereby, the movement becomes 
more representative and increase membership. Furthermore, frame transformation is used to 
differentiate SMs from one another, seeming more appealing to possible adherents and attracting 
members from other groups. However, transformation can also attract new resources such as 
support or capital. The amount of resources a SM possesses, determine its power and strength 
compared to other movements. The latter signifies that occasionally constituents will leave a SM if, 
the achievements and credibility of another appears more attractive. In addition adherents can leave 
a movement without joining another one, if the goals of a group are unattained or the credibility 
becomes damaged. However, the use of framing is not always successful, as other factors such as 
opportunity need to be present. Framing will be useful for this master thesis as it, unlike RDT and 
RMT, covers a larger spectrum and is less focused. Furthermore, it discuses the means used by SMs 
in more detail and thereby, makes establishing the presence, role and organisation of JN and ISIS 
possible. However, it can be stated not all aspects of framing will be useful and applicable to the 
two cases.   
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2. Islamic Activism 
 
Islamic activism has existed in Muslim societies for centuries but in the 1920s the phenomena 
transformed into a political component. Even though scholars have studied Islamic activism for 
centuries, the 1990s changed the academic field as SMT was applied. This resulted in the 
identification of political Islamic groups as SMs, despite SMTs focus on the West. First a brief 
discussion on the term Islamic activism and its use in the academic sphere will be made. While 
secondly this chapter will discuss how SMT can be applied to Islamic activism and how the theory 
contributes in a better understanding. Furthermore, this chapter will establish why Islamic activists 
can be considered SMs and analyzed using the universal tools of SMT. Several authors will be 
applied such as Roel Meijer (2005) and Quintan Wiktorowicz (2004).   
 
2.1 Islamic Activism and Social Movement Theory   	  
Political Islam, Islamism or Islamic activism began in the 1920s Egypt with Hasan al-Bana (1906-
1949) and the founding of the political Muslim Brotherhood (MB). In the 1990s scholars, 
specifically Quintan Wiktorowicz, attempted to apply SMT to Islamism, which generated a new 
discussion on activism in the MENA. Joel Beinin and Frédéric Vairel argue, “…the Middle East 
and North Africa can be understood using the tools…social science has developed for the rest of the 
world…the Middle East and North Africa provide a complex and fascinating laboratory…to 
confirm the applicability of SMT…” (Beinin and Vairel, 2013: 2). Wiktorowiczs work is 
considered groundbreaking and he defines Islamic activism as “…the mobilization of contention to 
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support Muslim causes.” (Wiktorowicz, 2004:2). By applying SMT it can be argued, people who 
mobilize to support Muslim causes, feel some kind of psychological deprivation in relation to 
Islam. However, material deprivation is also present but plays a minor role compared to the 
psychological. Deprivation occurs in two ways: internal and external and while the first illustrate 
strict government control with religion in many MENA countries, poverty and unemployment. The 
latter refers to the Western influence and history of colonialism in the region. Therefore, Islamic 
activists “…have as their goal the establishment of an Islamic political order in the sense of a state 
whose governmental principles, institutions, and legal system derive directly from the shari’ah.” 
(Madaville, 2007: 57). Furthermore, the appliance of SMT and labeling of Islamic groups as SMs, 
makes it possible not only to establish the causes but also the organizational structures and 
strategies applied. This is essential, as previous studies have neglected this.  
 
2.2 Islamic Activism and Relative Deprivation Theory  	  
By using RDT Wiktorowicz states, “…Islamic activism is a response to the psychological distress 
produced by these conditions…” however, “Movements are not merely psychological coping 
mechanism; they are often explicitly focused and directed toward the political arena.” 
(Wiktorowicz, 2004:7-9). Islamic activism occurs when deprivation is present but as previously 
stated experiences of deprivation doesn’t automatically lead to mobilization. In Western societies 
repression is minor but SMs are nevertheless thriving. However, countries with increased state 
control and limited political freedom, hence more psychological deprivation, activism are restricted. 
Wiktorowicz further states Islamic activism is targeting the political sphere, which indicates SMs 
wish to enter the political scene. By being part of the political arena, change can be implemented to 
counterpart a SMs goals and deprivation. If this is the case, the need for change originates from 
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deprivation, otherwise the necessity for entering the political arena would be non-existent. The lack 
of activism in authoritarian regimes, where Islamic activists usually operate, can partly be explained 
by limited access to the political sphere. However, if deprivation and grievance produce 
mobilization, it cannot be explained why activism is restricted in the MENA. This master thesis 
believes RDT can’t explain why Islamic mobilization occurs but deprivation is part of many factors, 
which is the cause. Islamic activism emerges partly due to deprivation such as restriction from the 
political arena, strict control of everyday life and Western influence. However, these are combined 
with other factors, which provide the opportunity to mobilize.   
 
RDT is further, applied by Asef Bayat who states “…Islamist movements in the Middle East and 
North Africa as the third (after political and economic) phase of anti-colonial struggles-discursive 
struggles against Western modernity, struggles for cultural identity and independence.” (Bayat, 
2006: 895). Islamic activism is a response to the historic and present Western dominance and 
control in the MENA region. MENA residents feel deprived of their cultural identity as the West is 
attempting to implement a Western culture and political arena such as democracy. To an extent 
Bayat is right as the extreme Islamic activists such as Salafi-jihadists, are seeking to establish an 
Islamic state and denounce any Western influence. However deprivation, which is only partly the 
cause for Islamic activism, is to be located internally within the MENA. Beinin and Vairel argue 
“Frequently people mobilize in reaction to threats…Actors may also perceive public policies and 
their consequences as a threat to their values, interests, and understandings of public good…when 
they feel their sense of justice or morals, their basic rights…” (Beinin and Vairel, 2013:28). The 
authoritarian regimes strict control with everyday life including religion in countries such as Jordan 
and Saudi Arabia increases Islamic activism. When individuals feel a threat towards their basic 
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rights, understandings and values, they mobilize towards the regime. Islamic activists perceive 
Western influence and internal regime’s authority as a threat towards their values, interests, morals 
and basic rights, which is an entitlement they are deprived of. However, Islamic activism also arises 
due to social injustice, which has been particularly dominant in the MENA for decades. Islamic 
activism is caused by a combination of external and internal threats, attempting to influence and 
control individual perceptions and ways of life. When the opportunity arises and resources become 
available Islamic activism emerges. However, the influence of external threats plays a minor part in 
producing Islamic activism. By studying Islamic groups as SMs it is possible to determine the 
causes for their creation.    
 
2.3 Islamic Activism and Resource Mobilization Theory 
  
RMT is a useful tool in determining the organizational and strategic structures of Islamic groups 
and Roel Meijer states “…SMT emphasizes the rational character of the Islamist movement. One of 
its major tasks is to demonstrate that the Islamist movement takes strategic decisions and adapts its 
programme and ideology to changing circumstances.” (Meijer, 2005: 281). Studying Islamic groups 
as SMs and using RMT, illustrate their rationality and dismisses the previous assumption of 
irrationality. The Islamic activists take advantage of opportunities, firstly to create a movement and 
secondly to obtain adherents and resources. Like every SM, Islamic groups need constituents to 
increase its impact and reaching its goals. However, there is one crucial difference between Western 
and MENA SMs, as the latter usually operates in authoritarian communities with limited access to 
the political arena. Therefore, MENA movements have restricted opportunities to gain resources, 
which has resulted in a more secretive way of operating. The restriction has resulted in a process 
where the movements have to act even more strategically and organized to gain resources and 
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obtaining their goals. One example would be Wiktorowiczs study of SMs in the current repressive 
Jordan (2001) where “…the regime’s painstaking use of the administrative apparatus to control 
access to Islamic institutions in the kingdom. It carefully uses the bureaucracy to limit which 
Islamic voices can use the mosque and other important religious institutions in society.” 
(Wiktorowicz, 2001:15). The example illustrates the conditions Islamic activists frequently have to 
experience and organize within. However, this does not indicate RMT isn’t applicable to Islamic 
SMs as their mobilization and organizational tactics are similar to Western ones. 
  
According to Meijer Islamic activists mobilize and attain resources in three ways, firstly “…the 
formal political mobilizing structure of political parties and legal institutions…”(Meijer, 2005: 
281). Meijer believes Islamists can mobilize and procure resources by targeting and appealing to 
political parties and official institutions. However, its use is limited as previously stated Islamic 
activists operate in totalitarian regimes with strict state control. The second possibility is “…the 
legal environment of civil society in the form of NGOs, medical clinics, charity, societies, schools, 
and especially professional organizations…”(Meijer, 2005: 281). This is a useful and likely method 
used by Islamic SMs to mobilize new adherents and resources. When targeting schools, societies, 
NGOs etc. movements will most likely use deprivation to gain new adherents and resources. 
However, it essential to focus establishments, who are independent of governmental control as this 
increases the probability of mobilization. Societies, schools and medical clinics are more beneficial 
for Islamic activist to mobilize than professional organizations and NGOs. The latter is more likely 
controlled by the state while in rural areas where the state is less present societies etc. are more 
reluctant to support the regime. However, Islamists operates in countries where civil society is 
restricted and secretive which limits this approach. An example would be the MB in Egypt, who 
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prior to the Arab Spring (2011) founded charities and medical clinics. These were highly popular 
and used by many thereby, the MB could mobilize new constituents and resources. The latter 
indicates mobilizing via “… the informal sector of social networks and personal ties.” (Meijer, 
2005: 281). This thesis believes the latter to be the most successful and applied method in 
mobilizing. By using social ties and personal networks Islamic movements are able to avoid state 
control. Moreover, personal networks ensure possible adherents have some kind of affiliation to the 
group by knowing a member but it also increases loyalty. By examining Islamic groups as SMs, 
Meijer and this thesis are able to establish the organizational and strategic structures.   
 
2.4 Islamic Activism and Framing 
  
The last theory applicable to Islamic activists is framing and Bayat states “…participants in the 
contemporary social movements come from diverse backgrounds and experiences, and do not in 
that sense form a coherent unit. Yet certain fields of their interests and values may converge over a 
particular grievance. And it is these ‘partially shared’ interests or values…that ensure collectivity.” 
(Bayat,2006:902). Bayats statement is compatible to frame alignment, as Islamic SMs will link its 
goals and ideology to concurring deprivations of individuals. An example would be the Arab 
Uprising where people from diverse social backgrounds, ages and genders united to end decades of 
social injustice by oppressive regimes. Islamic SMs can also use diagnostic framing to identify 
similar frames (interests, values or deprivation) and in this case it would be religion. These groups 
operate in Muslim countries, which simpler the process to identify potential adherents, expand their 
interest in Islam and thereby, link it to the ideology of the SM. Furthermore, deprivation can be 
used to persuade and fight for the goals and Islamic ideology, as the SM will argue the deprivation 
will be lessened or fade completely. It is essential to signify that collective action and goals of 
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Islamic movements are not just about Islam but a response to political social change and injustice. 
Islamic activists wish to implement political and economic social change and end social injustice 
and religion can be used as a basis for this.  
 
Wiktorowicz argues there to be three prognostic frames, which are possible for Islamic activists: 
transformation of individual belief, formal political participation and violent prognostic frames. The 
first implies that “Some groups…believe that the transformation of individual beliefs will 
eventually affect broader circles over time.” (Wiktorowicz,2004:17). This is only possible on a 
micro-level due to the many diverse interpretations of Islam. However, globalization and 
intensification in the use of resources like the media have increased the possibility for this framing 
task. Second is formal political participation, which has been popular since the 1920s and an 
example would be the MB in Egypt, who following the Arab Spring became legalized. The party 
entered the political sphere with enormous popularity, which eventually lead to the presidency in 
2012. However, supporting democracy is not a necessity for being part of the political sphere. The 
latter framing task is violent prognostic frames and is usually associated with Salafi-jihadist such as 
the Taliban and Al-Qaeda. According to Wiktorowicz “The jihadi faction, [are] those supporting the 
use of violence to establish Islamic states…the jihadis received their political training on the 
battlefield.” (Wiktorowicz,2006:225). The Salafi-jihadists believe that through violent means, they 
can attain their goals and thereby create an Islamic state. This fraction of Islamic activists is more 
radical and believes compromising such as partaking in democratic elections, is a direct breach of 
Islamic principles. Whether this is a useful strategy is difficult to argue however, its use by Islamic 
SMs has increased heavily in recent years particularly in Syria with ISIS and JN. Furthermore, in 
the operating areas of these groups the local populations have shown great support. However, very 
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few Salafi-jihadist movements has taken power, remained and achieved their goals. The most 
successful example would be the Taliban in Afghanistan prior to the Western invasion in 2001.  
  
Islamists applies motivational framing in terms of religion as a mean to motivate adherents to carry 
out specific strategic tasks. Bayat argues “…Islamist leaders…frame their movements in mainly 
religious terms utilising Islamic codes and concepts as well as resources, such as concepts of 
shahada (martyrdom), the sovereignty of God, haram/halal (religiously forbidden or allowed), or 
the use of mosques, ceremonies, or zakat committees…some …use moral issue for political 
purposes...” (Bayat, 2006:903). By studying Islamic groups as SMs motivational framing is 
possible. A movement will use Islamic terms and frames to convince probable and existing 
members, Islam and the group are the solution to end deprivation. Islamic activists will further use 
motivational framing, to encourage and motivate adherents to remain and carry out assignments for 
the SM. Moreover, Islamic terminologies will convince and motivate constituents into believing 
collective action and the tasks required is a rational mean. However, the termination of deprivation 
only occurs once a movement’s goals have been reached. Therefore, members are necessitated to be 
convinced in abiding and do what is required of them. The Taliban and Al-Qaeda are useful 
examples of Islamic SMs, as they apply Islamic terminologies and concepts such as shahada, haram 
and halal to motivate adherents. These are used when radical plans such as suicide attacks and other 
incidents, which involve civilian casualties needs to be carried out. The movements will argue that 
if their members abide and carry out the drastic attacks their deprivation and grievance will end. 
Furthermore, the tasks will be seen as halal as the task usually will be targeted towards individuals 
who live in haram. Thereby shahada will be obtained, as the cause was in the name of Islam and 
incidents of haram has been terminated.  
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Frame alignment is the final part of framing which will discuss Islamic activists as SMs. The three 
ways of frame bridging proposed in chapter one, are all applicable to Islamic movements. The first 
occurs when two individuals with similar frames, come to the conclusion that the ideology of Islam 
and collective action is the solution to their deprivation. Thereby a SM can be created based on the 
frames of Islam. The second possibility is when two or more Islamic movements join forces. In 
most cases this mean is used to increase influence and strengthen SMs but also the chance of 
survival and obtainment of goals. As argued previously frames have to be compatible and the belief 
in the Islamic ideology, norms and values are what link individuals and SMs to unite. A relevant 
exemplar is the Opposition groups in the present Syria who have applied frame bridging. The 
collaboration between anti Assad movements was chosen to increase influence and chances against 
enemy forces. However, these SMs further shares the goal of an Islamic state in Syria and the 
cooperation would increase the probability for an implementation. “…A new coalition among 
eleven Syrian rebel organizations…The new Islamic alliance – which include some of the most 
powerful factions…aims to fight to establish am Islamic state under Shari’a law in Syria.” 
(Szybala,2013: 1). The latter frame bridging occurs, when SMs attempt to recruit adherents by 
connecting the frames of the group and individuals and this can transpire in two ways. The first is 
when religion is used as the connecter of frames. As Islamic groups mostly target Muslims and 
operate in Islamic countries, this is a beneficial and often applied mean. The second transpires when 
SMs reshapes or add new goals and values and an example could be combining religious and 
nonreligious elements. This is done to gather more constituents, and targeting those who do not 
consider religion as the source to end deprivation or grievance. By applying frame bridging as 
discussed above, it has truly been highlighted Islamic groups is like any other SMs and SMT is 
applicable to this phenomenon.  
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Frame application is applied when SMs seeks to recruit, cooperate or increase the possibilities of 
succeeding and surviving. O’Bagy argues the FSA (Free Syrian Army) applied strategic methods 
such as growing long beards. This mean was applied to appear more conservative to enhance the 
chances of obtaining further resources such as members and funding. O’Bagy continues by stating 
“It may be advantageous for rebels to appear more conservative in order to attract religious donors 
in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf who specifically want to support the Salafists and more conservative 
elements within the opposition.” (O’Bagy,2012:22). By appearing as conservative and religious, the 
FSA amplified their norms and values and thereby, applied frame amplification. This strategic 
move indicates, movements in the MENA are rational and strategic as they carefully consider the 
most beneficial means to attain resources, succeed and obtain goals. Frame extension is applied 
when Islamic movements attempts “To maximize access to…discontented populations, Islamists 
have in many cases melded religious themes with nonreligious elements to garner broad support 
among those who are merely seeking a change from the status quo rather than an Islamic 
transformation.”(Wiktorowicz, 2004:18). By attaching religious frames with nonreligious, Islamic 
SMs can create a link between the religious and nonreligious fraction of society. This can lead to 
two kinds of support: new adherents and new resources, and both are vital for the movement to 
survive and reach its goals. An example would be the MB in Egypt, who extended their frames to 
include non-religious features. By constructing a frame and goal of democratic election, the MB 
was able to acquire much support and resources from the nonreligious part of Egyptian society. The 
above discussion highlights, Islamic movements are in fact comparable to Western SMs and SMT. 
They have frames, which are possible to link to parts of society, that aren’t necessarily in pursuit of 
the same ideology.   
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The last frame alignment is frame transformation but for Islamic activists not all frames are possible 
to transform. The frame and identity of religion and goal of an Islamic state cannot be transformed, 
as it is what labels these groups as Islamic activists. If changing this particular frame an Islamic 
movement would likely lose many of its adherents to other religious groups, as the religious identity 
would dissolve. However, if frame transformation occurred a SM would not only loose its identity 
and label as Islamic activists but also be in a diverse SM category. Olivier Roy and Amel 
Boubekeur argue “…Islamist movements are dynamic and constantly evolving, engaged in a 
continuous process of redefining themselves over time. Islamic actors are agents of their societies 
and cultures, and as culture is not a set of static codes but a series of flexible and evolving 
processes, Islamists are continually shaping their politics…”(Roy and Boubekeur, 2012:6). Like 
any SM, Islamic groups must reshape their frames, norms and values over time in a response to 
change such as globalization, economy and politics. If failing to do so it will lose meaning and 
significance and thereby, constituents and eventually perish. Even radical groups such as Salafi-
jihadists, are using frame transformation to reshape frames and policies by applying modern means 
such as the Internet to survive. Roy and Boubekeur illustrate frame transformation with the MB and 
argue the group has shifted from a more Islamite focus to one, which correspond to modern day 
society. The MB is now supporting and participating in democratic elections and “…has moved on 
to civil rights and the development of Islamic concepts of citizenship and an interest in 
constitutional reform and the restriction of political power instead of expanding it in the name of 
God.” (Roy and Boubekeur,2012:57). While this is the case with some Islamic activists, the 
Salafists and Salafi-jihadists are reluctant to make this radical form of frame transformation. For 
them Islam is not to be compromised and infected with Western perceptions and concepts and if 
doing so they would lose their identity as Salafists.                        
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3. Syria and Salafi-Jihadists 
 
Islamism has had a strong presence in Syria since the 1930s and is an essential part of Syrian 
history. It has been claimed by scholars a certain relationship and cooperation between the regime 
and Islamic groups exists. This chapter will analyze this relationship and its impact on Islamic 
currents in Syria, as this is essential for understanding the present Salafi-jihadists. Firstly the history 
between the Baath regime and Islamic activists will be discussed but also its consequences for both 
fractions. Secondly this chapter will examine the recent relationship between the two and its 
consequences for the Syrian government. To do this authors such as Line Khatib (2011) and 
Thomas Pierret (2009) will be applied combined relevant reports.  
 
The cooperative relationship between Islamic groups and the present Syrian regime can be traced 
back to the 1970s. However this chapter will center on the period of 1963 onwards as the Baath 
party came into power. In 1970 former President Hafez al-Assad (1930-2000) took power and 
“…Syria, institutionalized its involvement with terrorism and systematically leveraged various 
terrorist organizations to further its strategic objectives in the region.” (O’Bagy,2012:13). It can be 
proclaimed the cause for the institutionalization was an attempt to control and monitor the Islamic 
groups. In the 1960s Islamists had been strong opponents of the Baath party taking power, 
particularly the MB that became outlawed. However, the institutionalization was also used as a 
mean to survive, fight and pressure external threats such as Israel and the West. The use of Islamic 
groups to further regime interests was mostly successful and included, not only Syrian movements 
but also Palestinian and Kurdish. The government even went so far as to provide funding, weapons, 
training and a safe haven to the Islamic organizations that cooperated (O’Bagy,2012:13). 
Nevertheless the attempt to control Islamic activists only included a minority. Groups such as the 
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MB and Fighting Vanguard (FV) continued their opposition and became more radicalized. The 
illegalization of the MB and radicalization had severe consequences for the Syrian regime. This 
master thesis believes “…the Syrian government…contributed to the radicalization of the Muslim 
Brotherhood by outlawing the organization in 1964 and helped fuel a series of strikes and mass 
demonstrations…”(O’Bagy,2012:11). Furthermore, the regime initiated a secular approach to 
policies and laws, which also was a major contributor to the resistance and radicalization. 
Therefore, the attempt to control, monitor and collaborate was only partly successful as secular 
policies, laws and lack of political participation alienated the Islamic groups. This alienation and 
repression resulted in the Islamic Uprising of 1976-1982, which will be discussed next.  
 
The Islamic Uprising spread throughout Syria and the radicalization of the opposition “…led to 
violent actions against state agents and members of the Alawi community, which were invariably 
followed by repressive measures taken by the State.” (Pinto,2003:5). The government was the 
leading source for opposition due to its secular approach, alienation and repressive measures against 
the Islamists. The Hafez government was practicing a secular politics, which did not correspond 
with Islamic values. Furthermore, the alienation of activists from the political arena ensured the 
secular approach but fuelled resistance further by being undemocratic and repressive. Therefore, the 
government was viewed as enemies of Islam and unfit to rule, which resulted in the Islamic 
Uprising of Syria. The period of 1976-1982 in Syria was characterized by violent demonstrations, 
attacks and repressive means which “…culminated in a three-week battle in the city of Hama in 
February 1982 during which government forces killed thousands of people and caused virtually 
every known supporter of the Brotherhood to flee the country.” (Neumann, 2014:19). The defeat of 
political Islam in 1982, had severe consequences for the Sunni community and Islamic groups as 
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they lost their opposition force in Syria. The MB had fled Syria while the FV was destroyed, 
leaving no Islamic political opposition to Hafez and his government. However, it can be stated the 
relationship between the Sunni community, Islamic groups and the regime changed radically 
subsequently. The fractions even began to cooperate but on a non-military level. 
 
The regime succeeded in destroying the political Islamic opposition with violent and military means 
but from 1982 onwards “…the Ba’thist regime changed its policy towards the role of Islam in social 
life, shifting from confrontational secularizing measures towards an accommodating relationship in 
which certain forms of Islam were discreetly sponsored and others were repressed or tightly 
controlled.” (Pinto,2003:7). This shift occurred for two reasons: firstly the government succeeded in 
eliminating the violent Islamic opposition and therefore, a secular approach seemed unnecessary. 
However, the relaxation on secular policies could have given movements such as the MB and FV in 
Syria the opportunity to rise once again. Nevertheless, the regime was necessitated to cooperate 
with the Islamic activists and the Sunni community. This leads to the second cause as “…Syria’s 
welfare arrangements have come under acute strain since the mid-1980s as shrinking state 
resources, decades of rapid population growth, and inefficiency have undermined the state’s ability 
to provide adequate social services to the nation’s poor.” (Pierret and Selvik,2009:596). The Syrian 
government became dependent Sunni charities and Islamic groups to take over certain social service 
tasks. Therefore, the confrontational secularizing approach had to be changed so a beneficial 
cooperative relationship could be created. However, the relaxation did not denote complete freedom 
for the Sunni charities and Islamic groups, as strict control still existed to prevent opposition and 
uprising. The relaxation and cooperation gave the Sunni and Islamic groups an opportunity to create 
networks and increase Islamic influence in the government. By cooperating, Sunni charities and 
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Islamic groups avoided elimination and the regime could outsource its social services. Therefore, 
the two were dependent on one another whilst the cooperation benefited both parties. This model 
continued into the presidency of Bashar al-Assad, who took office in 2000 following the death of 
this father president Hafez al-Assad.  
 
Despite strict control and cooperation with Islamic charities and movements, opposition groups still 
existed within Syria. Both al-Assad presidents had collaborated with these SMs for their own gain 
but on diverse terms and circumstances. In 2003 Bashar al-Assad changed his strategy towards the 
Islamists as Salafi-jihadists refused to cooperate with the government therefore, posed a threat. The 
opportunity to eliminate the Salafi-jihadists came with the U.S. invasion of Iraq (2003) and the 
Syrian regime “…decided to embrace a bold new strategy: rather then suppressing the Salafists’ 
rage, they would encourage it…Allowing the Salafists to go to Iraq…got rid of thousands of the 
most aggressive Salafists with a taste for jihad…” (Neumann, 2014:20). The new strategy would 
minimize the threat of Salafi-jihadists within Syria and increase pressure on external ones. Only a 
minority would remain in Syria while the control and cooperation with the Sunni charities and 
community continued. For Salafi-jihadists the invasion was a bigger threat towards Islam and its 
values, than the secular politics practiced by Assad and his government. Therefore Assad’s strategy 
of encouragement worked. However, the Syrian government not only encouraged local Salafi-
jihadists but also foreign fighters, support and a place of entry into Iraq. Furthermore, Peter 
Neumann argues the Syrian government since the 1970s successfully infiltrated Salafi-jihadist SMs 
by turning and planting pro-regime members (Neumann, 2014:19). This was done as part of the 
strategy to control and monitor Islamic movements and continued into the presidency of Bashar al-
Assad. The infiltration strategy also served as a means to encourage action such as the Salafi-
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jihadists uprising against the U.S. in Iraq. This would minimize the threat within Syria and the 
government could monitor and recruit pro-Assad adherents (Khatib, 2011:131). The strategy 
applied by the regime was highly beneficial however, it also had severe consequences, particularly 
in 2007 with the Lebanese Fatah al Islam and in the 2011 Uprising and Civil War.  
 
Decades of governmental funding to Syrian Islamic groups had severe consequences, which the 
regime never anticipated. O’Bagy states that “Syria´s patronage of terrorists organizations allowed 
for the development of a logistical infrastructure…During the course of the current uprising the 
regime likely lost a significant amount of the control and leverage it once enjoyed…militants 
groups are now using these logistical lines in reverse to facilitate attacks against regime targets.” 
(O’Bagy, 2012:16). A consequence of funding and infiltrating Salafi-jihadist movements, the 
government had been part of creating logistical lines, which it prior to the Civil War had some kind 
of control over. These were used to smuggle weapons, fighters and other resources while the regime 
due to the infiltration could monitor what and who entered Syria. This system was useful to control 
and monitor the regimes enemy. However, opposition groups of the Civil War such as JN and ISIS 
turned these lines into their advantage. Therefore the logistical lines, which the regime helped 
create transformed from a beneficial mean into a severe threat. The logistical lines and 
encouragement, gave Salafi-jihadists essential tools and skills to participate and be forceful in the 
Syrian Civil War. By contributing to the creation of the logistical lines and encouraging the Salafi-
jihadists, the regime assisted in founding strong networks for Islamic movements. These networks 
provided the opportunity to recruit constituents and resources and thereby, grow stronger which 
both Assad regimes contributed to. This master thesis believes the history between Salafi-jihadists 
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and two Assad governments laid the foundation for groups such as JN and ISIS during the Syrian 
Civil War.  
 
The current conflict in Syria began as an effect of the Arab Uprising but unlike other countries the 
uprising in Syria turned into an ongoing Civil War. This amongst others occurred due to the history 
of cooperation, infiltration and funding of Salafi-jihadists by the regime. Since it’s beginning the 
Assad regime has been fighting the opposition, which form various Salafi-jihadist movements and 
the FSA. These are attempting to oust Assad and his government and take power. Due to the history 
of financing and encouragement, Salafi-jihadists presence in Syria have increased and new 
movements have been formed such as JN and ISIS. Aron Lund states that “...late 2011 and 2012 
saw political, social and sectarian factors lining up to a perfect match for the salafi 
movement…Salafism already had …support in the conservative rural areas where the uprising 
began, and its most significant structural weakness had been balanced out by regime repression... 
since then, the Syrian salafi movement has grown tremendously.” (Lund, 2013:10). Another 
contributing factor to the growth of the Salafi-jihadist movements was the undemocratic 
representation of the population as the government was formed of mostly Alawites. Moreover, rural 
areas where the Salafi-jihadists main support was placed consisted generally of Sunni Muslims. 
These had been under strict control by the regime and were more religious than urban centers such 
as Damascus. The Civil War occurred due repression, injustice and socioeconomic factors such as 
poverty and these were more present in rural areas. This contributed to the embracement of a Salafi 
ideology by many Sunni Muslims, who either joined or established new movements. The civil war 
is ongoing and Islamic movements continue to grow, in the attempt to oust the regime and establish 
a state based on an Islamic ideology and norms. Groups such as JN and ISIS have been able to 
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challenge and continually remain a severe threat towards the regime due to its growth and networks. 
However, the war is ongoing and fighting continues to oust one another but the Islamic SMs are 
becoming stronger, more organized and strategic.    
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4. Jabhat al-Nusra 
 
The purpose of this chapter is to select SMTs, which will determine the presence, role and 
organisation of Jabhat al-Nusra. This is relevant as JN is a Salafi-jihadist political oriented SM, 
whose intention is to bring about social change in Syria. JN was established 23th January 2012 
during the Syrian civil war as a response to the Assad regime’s secular policy, with the aim of 
implementing an Islamic state. The theories chosen are RDT, RMT and parts of framing, which has 
previously been discussed. SMT will establish the causes for JNs creation but also its strategic, 
organizational structures and mobilization means. This chapter will mostly use reports and articles, 
as JN is relatively recent, currently operating and continually developing.  
 
4.1 The Establishment of Jabhat al-Nusra 
The Baath regimes funding and encouragement of Syrian Salafi-jihadists in Iraq, laid the foundation 
for many current movements in Syria such as JN. Despite government attempts (2007) to dismantle 
the networks they facilitated in Iraq, many survived and returned to Syria during the Uprising. It 
can be asserted the network of former AQ leader in Iraq Abu Musab al-Zarqawi was the source for 
the establishment of JN. Noman Benotman and Roisin Blake argue “…the network was never 
destroyed and many jihadists in Syria escaped arrest by relocating to Iraq and returning to Syria in 
2011. One such jihadist is Abu Mohammad al-Julani, JN’s leader.” (Benotman and Blake,2013:2). 
The funding, encouragement and a place of entry into Iraq from Syria created an environment, 
which the Baath regime underestimated. This environment consisted of networks and affiliations, 
which gave Salafi-jihadists the necessary tools to establish SMs. JN was founded from the Iraqi AQ 
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network hence the two has close affiliations. The AQ network which al-Julani was part of provided 
the necessary means and skills to establish JN. O’Bagy states JNs first statement on 23th January 
2012 revealed a “…jihadists ideology…similar to that of other known AQ affiliates. He also 
announced that its fighters were “back from various jihad fronts” alluding to the fact that its 
members have fought in other countries, most likely…Iraq.” (O’Bagy, 2012:31). The Syrian 
government, adherent’s jihad experience in Iraq and affiliation with AQ was the main source in 
establishing JN but also the main cause for its success. Furthermore, the association and 
experiences could have planted or increased deprivation thereby, providing a cause for JNs creation 
and jihadi character.  
 
4.2 Jabhat al-Nusra and Relative Deprivation Theory 	  
RDT can determine the motivations for JNs establishment, and this thesis believes there to be 
several. Despite occurring at different times, the causes are linked as they eventually lead to JNs 
formation. The first deprivation to be discussed is the repressive and secular approach applied by 
the Assad regime. The Salafi-jihadists goal was to implement an Islamic state in Syria and 
therefore, regarded the secular policy as a direct breach of Islam. Furthermore, the regime 
eliminated them from the political arena to minimize influence hence, Salafi-jihadists felt deprived 
and repressed. This is evident in the announcement proclaiming JNs creation, which states “…that 
the time of subduing Muslims has disappeared and gone and the strength of the Islamic nation that 
defend her against the oppressor tyrant…has retuned…in order to…take revenge…eliminate the 
humiliation and shame and prevail justice and crush oppression…” (Al-Manarah Al-Bayda, 2012).  
The secular and repressive means continued, as did the feeling of deprivation when the Salafi-
jihadists travelled to Iraq. The affiliation with jihadi networks in Iraq such as AQ, presented Syrian 
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Salafi-jihadists with an opportunity to relieve them of their deprivation. Benotman and Blake state, 
“…JN is engaged in a war against the government of Bashar al-Assad. The conflict in Syria 
represented an opportunity to establish a religiously-justified system of government, as the group 
believes that every regime which does not enforce sharia as law is illegitimate.” (Benotman and 
Blake,2013:3). The Syrian civil war provided an opportunity for Salafi-jihadists like JN to arise, 
return to Syria and relieve their deprivation. By using the skills learned in Iraq to fight the secular 
rule, which had oppressed them for centuries JN arose as a strong opponent. Moreover, the regime 
became weaker which further provided an opportunity to eliminate the Western inspired regime, 
whose secular politics caused deprivation. If JN obtained its goal and took power, they would end 
deprivation by implementing an Islamic state. 
 
JN adheres to a radical Salafi ideology, which denounce any Western influence and imperialism. 
The SM believes the Assad government is under the influence of the West, being apparent in its 
secular approach and ‘democratic’ elections. However, the deprivation goes beyond present day 
Syria to the division of the Arab world with the Sykes-Picot agreement (1916) and the Balfour 
declaration (1917). These illustrate centuries of Western decision-making in the MENA and has 
created a deprivation, which according to the Meir Amit Intelligence and Terrorism Information 
Center only can be relieved with “…the establishment of a Sunni Muslim caliphate in Bilad al-
Sham... The Al-Nusra Front’s idea is for the caliphate to be governed by Islamic religious law…and 
the value of jihad, thus making it a regional and global hub of violent jihad against the U.S. and the 
West, Israel, and pro-Western Arab countries.” (Meir Amit Intelligence and Terrorism Information 
Center,2013:43). JNs goal is to prevent any Western influence in the Bilad al-Sham but also in the 
remaining Arab region. The SM feels deprived of the legitimate right, to govern and control the 
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Arab province in accordance with Islamic law. Furthermore, the goal of implementing an Islamic 
caliphate in Syria is only the beginning. JN expects the system automatically will spread to other 
MENA countries thereby, dissolving the state lines laid down by the West. Preceding JN’s creation 
in 2012, the Syrian opposition was mainly led by the FSA. The International Crisis Group argues in 
a report that JN emerged “…at a time when opposition militant discourse was dominated by 
activists’ and the FSA leadership’s attempts to attract Western support, portray anti-regime violence 
as self-defence and embrace the ideal of a future non-sectarian democracy…al-Nusra distinguished 
itself with its unabashed Salafi-jihadi imagery and rhetoric, its warning against seeking Western 
help…” (International Crisis Groups, 2012:10-11). It can be claimed the proclamation of JN was 
strategically planned. The Syrian opposition was attempting to mobilize Western resources thereby, 
creating a prospect for Western influence in Syria. This went against JN‘s ideology and would 
increase deprivation, as well as limiting the chance of an Islamic state in Syria. Essentially the 
constituents of JN, prior to the civil war, were Syrian Salafi-jihadists who had been fighting the 
government’s secular approach for years. By emerging at this particular time JN could prevent 
Western involvement, the ideal of a non-sectarian democracy and the risk of another secular 
governance. This would only intensify deprivation and minimize the goal of implementing an 
Islamic state in Syria.   
 
Centuries of Western presence and imperialism in the MENA region have had a profound effect on 
the movement’s beliefs. Leader of JN Abu Mohammad al-Julani’s “…conclusion is that those who 
look at the history (of Greater Syria) “can see an ongoing struggle against Islam [that continues] 
into our own time”. According to Al-Julani, “the blessed movement of jihad” has come to restore 
Islam to its rightful place at the center stage.” (Meir Amit Intelligence and Terrorism Information 
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Center,2013:42). JN interprets the historic and current Western presence and influence in the 
MENA as a direct attack against Islam and its followers. Therefore, JN believes jihad is a legal 
mean to terminate the Western presence, influence and the deprivation thereof, by implementing 
what the people of the MENA desires: an Islamic state. JN perceives the feelling of deprivation to 
include the Arab population in general and not only the SM. Hence JN intends “…for the caliphate 
to be governed by Islamic religious law (Shari’ah) and the value of jihad, thus making it a regional 
and global hub of violent jihad against the U.S. and the West, Israel, and pro-Western Arab 
countries.” (Meir Amit Intelligence and Terrorism Information Center,2013:43). If JN is successful 
against Assad’s forces and is able to implement an Islamic caliphate, the group’s goal is to attract 
Salafi-jihadists from across the globe. By creating a safe haven for Salafi-jihadists in Syria and 
targeting the West, Israel, and pro-Western Arab countries, JN believes its adherents and the 
MENA will be relieved of their deprivation. The labelling of JN as a terrorist organization by the 
U.S. and other Western countries, has only contributed towards the resentment of the West. It has 
further placed the SM among the most radical and extremist organizations, which has generated the 
need for jihad against the West. JN attaches great importance to its Sunni identity and has placed 
the group among other high valued Salafi-jihadist movements within the sectarian discourse, which 
has garnered support for the group.   
 
4.3 Jabhat al-Nusra and Resource Mobilization Theory 
RMT will be applied to the case of JN, as this framework can determine how the SM acquire 
resources and mobilize adherents to obtain its goals. JNs affiliation with AQ has been used as a 
mean to attain resources and members as “…Al-Nusra Front leaders usually refrain from 
elaborating on their ideological principles and clearly pointing out their organizational link to Al- 
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Qaeda…replying to accusations made by rivals, they have…tried to argue…the organization is 
“Syrian” in character.” (Meir Amit Intelligence and Terrorism Information Center,2013:39). AQ is 
the most well-known and successful Salafi-jihadist movement and by associating JN with AQ, the 
group can attract new members and resources. By publicly linking JN with AQ, the chance of 
obtaining constituents and resources, which wouldn’t have endorsed the group otherwise, increases. 
The well-established credibility and achievements of AQ in the Salafi-jihadists community are 
beneficial for JN, as the association appeals to possible recruits and supporters. Furthermore, JN 
operates in a war-afflicted area, which is closely monitored by the West. This limits the options of 
mobilizing but the link ensures a constant flow of resources and adherents. Credibility and 
achievements can further be used to discredit other opposition groups and the Syrian Armed Forces. 
This is a mean used to damage these fractions by convincing and attracting their members to join 
JN thereby, increasing its own military strength. However, the link with AQ also has negative 
consequences, as other SMs attempted to discredit JN. This was done by accusing JN of following a 
foreign agenda and being under severe foreign influence (O’Bagy,2013:2). Despite accusations JN 
is favoured among the Syrian population, compared to the remaining Salafi-jihadist opposition. 
This is amongst others due to humanitarian aid and achievements in fighting the repressive 
government (The Economists, 2012) however, the popularity is not to be overestimated.   
 
To increase credibility in order to attract resources and eliminate accusations, JN has applied means 
such as humanitarian aid and public announcements of its achievements. O’Bagy states this was a 
successful strategy as “…the opposition and much of the Syrian population praised the group for its 
operational effectiveness and distribution of humanitarian aid. Popular support for Jabhat Nusra was 
so high that following the U.S. designation of the group as an Foreign Terrorist Organization 
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protests broke out across Syria…” (O’Bagy, 2013: 2). JN hoped the humanitarian aid would 
generate mobilization by manipulating the Syrian population, into giving support and joining the 
SM. Furthermore, it was expected the distribution would increase power amongst the population, 
ensuring support and loyalty thereby, increasing JNs credibility. JNs achievements were further 
used to boost credibility and attract financial resources and weapons, which is still the case. It is 
difficult to state who are funding JNs resources. Nevertheless, JNs recognition by AQ and respected 
ulamas such as Abu al-Mundhir al-Shinqiti and Abu Muhammad al-Tahawi (O’Bagy, 2012: 32) has 
attracted donors from the Arabian Peninsula. However, the achievements of JN have been 
successful due to its jihadist background in Iraq. This experience has provided essential tools, 
which has increased JNs capability of mobilizing and attaining resources. Therefore “The leaders of 
JN…can use their experience as jihadists in other countries to plan, identify goals and strategize 
effectively, making them one of the most efficient groups fighting in the revolution...” (Benotman 
and Blake,2013:3). The efficiency of JN to strategize and plan increases its achievements and 
credibility and thereby, the movement attracts constituents and resources. Even though credibility 
and achievements are essential in mobilizing there are other useful tools, which the group has 
applied.  
 
JNs strategy to mobilize differs from the remaining opposition as O’Bagy argues “…JN has been 
more careful of civilian casualties…Jabhat Nusra demonstrates a keen sensitivity to public 
perception…Nusra has been careful not to alienate the larger population, which has allowed it to 
garner popular support.” (O’Bagy, 2012:37). However, O’Bagy’s statement is only partially true, as 
the sensitivity has been exaggerated. Even though the group quickly experienced public support and 
perception was a necessity to survive. The sensitivity concerning civilian casualties only amounts to 
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few cases. These can be seen as an attempt to make JN appear humane, attentive and protective 
towards the Syrian population. Despite its limited use, this has proved a useful strategy for 
mobilization and support as it created a picture of the movement appealing to the general public. 
Compared to other Salafi-jihadists opposition groups this has made JN more accepted thereby, more 
attractive for individuals to join and opposition groups to link with (Daragahi,2014). However the 
acceptance is not to be overestimated, as millions of Syrians has fled the war-afflicted country in 
fear of the Salafi-jihadists. Therefore, JNs acceptance is only partial and applying the term popular 
is overrated. However, the partial acceptance has made other opposition movements claim 
affiliation and O’Bagy further believes “Much of the perception of JN’s growth can be attributed to 
other rebel groups claiming affiliation without maintaining actual organization ties to JN…” 
(O’Bagy, 2012:36). These claims have increased mobilization and support from both individuals 
and members from other SMs. When numerous movements such as the Syrian opposition and AQ 
associate with JN, it labels the group as effective and enhances its credibility and authority. 
Thereby, JN becomes attractive for individuals and other SMs adherents. The many affiliations 
have given JN more authority than the remaining opposition in Syria. Salafi-jihadists such as ISIS 
consists of approximately 2500 constituents and the Umma Brigade about 3000 while JN has 
amounted to about “…5000 official members, with another few thousand prospective members and 
independent jihadists fighting with them.” (Benotman and Blake,2013:5). It should be noted these 
figures are only estimates, as the precise numbers are unknown and constantly changing. JN is the 
most accepted SM among the population and Salafi-jihadist movements in Syria. However, millions 
of Syrians has fled fearing JNs strict ideology and Sharia implementations in parts of Syria 
therefore, the acceptance has partially been misjudged.   
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The strategy applied to recruit adherents has mostly relied on credibility and achievements. 
Benotman and Blake state “JN…is primarily…concentrating most of their resources into…defeat 
the regime and introduce Islamist rule…Although the group obviously understand the importance 
of popular support, they do not have a specific plan to encourage political mobilisation, believing it 
will come as a by-product of military victory.” (Benotman and Blake,2013:4). Based on the reports 
used in this thesis, it seems JN is mostly relying on its affiliation with AQ, credibility and 
achievements to garner recruits. However, the recruitment among the Syrian population has not 
been underestimated, evidenced with the provided humanitarian aid and JNs efforts to obtain a 
partial acceptance (Daragahi,2014). O’Bagy states “JN has a strict recruitment process that is based 
on tough security measures in order to build a well-organized committee structure and maintain 
operational security. This vetting process results in relatively slow membership growth…” 
(O’Bagy, 2012:36). The strict recruitment process limits the use of diagnostic framing and frame 
bridging of individuals. However, the use of social ties and personal networks is an essential mean 
in recruiting for Salafi-jihadist SMs such as JN. JNs networks and social ties consist of personal and 
organizational associations such as with AQ. This ensures a strategic and well-organized SM, with 
constituents completely devoted to the group’s goals and ideology. The initiation involves several 
processes to guarantee the necessary commitment and belief. When individuals are to be initiated 
the personal assurance of two commanders is required, stating the possible recruits have the 
necessary skills, attitude and religious commitment to become members (Benotman and 
Blake,2013:7). RMT can additionally determine the organizational structure of JN, which will be 
discussed next.  
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Using McCarthy and Zald’s proposed structure, parts of JNs organization can be established. The 
definition of cadre can be identified as what Salafi-jihadists term emir and in the case of JN, Abu 
Mohammad al-Julani is the emir. However, other cadre/emirs exist within JN and it can be stated, 
“…that there is a local emir (sometimes more than just one) in every big city. Each governorate also 
has emirs in charge of the countryside surrounding the big cities.” (Meir Amit Intelligence and 
Terrorism Information Center,2013:60). The main emir al-Julani and the local are the ones who 
partake in the decision-making process, to outline strategies such as military operations and how to 
gain resources. Moreover, the main emir is usually the one who appears in public statements but 
this is not the case with JN, as the SM is very secretive about its leader and group in general. 
Usually local emirs appear in public statements on JNs media network al-Manara al-Bayda as al-
Julani refrain. Professional staff can be identified as battalions who are the military fraction of JN, 
who constitute members truly believing in the Salafi-jihadists ideology and goals of the movement. 
The battalions of JN are unique compared to other militant groups in Syria as they are based on 
“…single nationality membership, for example Seraya al- Tuaanisa from Tunisia. A single-ethnicity 
platoon also exists for Chechens…single nationality units are often created to build a core jihadist 
group to take back to their own country…they are used to export the jihadist ideology, and…serve 
the wider goals of jihadism.” (Benotman and Blake,2013:7). Being the military fraction of JN, 
battalions fight against the armed forces of Assad and carry out the strategic plans from the emirs 
such as suicide attacks. Therefore, the battalions can also be identified as the transitory team 
however, two elements evidence their complete devotion to the SM. The first is their membership to 
JN while the second is their willingness to carry out radical plans such as suicide attacks thereby, 
being contrary to McCarthy and Zald’s structure.    
 
	  	   48	  
It is believed advisors and external influence are essential segments of JN. The latter is evident in 
the close connection between AQ and JN but moreover, the group has been accused of being 
heavily influenced by foreign jihadists (O’Bagy, 2012:34). However, this has contributed to the 
movement’s efficiency in mobilizing, credibility and achievements. The advisors of JN are part of a 
hierarchical religious council known as the Majlis al-Shura. The council “Among other 
things…monitor the religious conduct of the commanders and operatives, and inculcate them with 
the organization’s Islamic ideology.” (Meir Amit Intelligence and Terrorism Information 
Center,2013:64). This is a common character of Salafi-jihadist SMs as the basis for their existence 
is the Islamic religion. The Majlis al-Shura persist considerable influence as it dictates the actions 
and strategies of the emirs and battalions, to be in accordance with Islam and Sharia. The religious 
council will be essential if the main goal of an Islamic state is reached. If JN succeeds in defeating 
Assad’s forces and take power, the Majlis al-Shura will play a vital part in establishing an Islamic 
state based on Sharia. In addition JN has established religious courts to uphold Sharia law and order 
in rural areas ‘conquered’ by the group. However, O’Bagy argues JNs “…growing popularity is not 
reflective of popular support for their radical ideology. Many Syrians still fear the organization’s 
motives and are afraid of its growing influence…”(O’Bagy, 2012:37). O’Bagy’s claim resembles 
the situation more correctly than the one by Borzou Daragahi, who believes JN has won over those 
who fear its radical ideology (Daragahi, 2014). Even though Daragahi’s article is more recent, none 
of the two are ethnographic accounts, which makes it difficult to ascertain the correct situation. 
However, the excessive amounts of Syrian refugees indicate JNs efforts for acceptance of its 
extreme ideology and belief is failing.          
 
 
	  	   49	  
4.4 Jabhat al-Nusra and Framing 	  
While it has been argued JNs appliance of diagnostic framing, which is the identification of 
individuals of a given injustice and the amplification of this, has been relatively minor. JN has 
attempted to use prognostic framing, which is a strategic plan to terminate the problem. This is 
evident in two ways: transformation of individual belief and violent prognostic frames. The first 
strategy has been the online media resource by publishing statements and video material. These 
contain the views, goals, ideology and achievements of JN and are published in an attempt to obtain 
resources and extent the Salafi-jihadists belief. However, compared to other opposition movements, 
JNs prognostic framing and media strategy vary. The International Crisis Group argues “Jabhat al-
Nusra’s more deliberate delayed pace it out of tune with this audience’s appetite for immediate 
gratification, limits the group’s ability to shape debates and diminishes its overall visibility.” 
(International Crisis Group, 2012:13). JN frequently delay its publications following attacks and 
military accomplishments, which has had consequences. This has limited the group’s position, 
influence and visibility in the civil war. The latter is violent prognostic frames, which this thesis 
believes to be the foundation for JNs strategy and existence. This frame has been a successful plan 
of attack and strategy, to alter JNs deprivation and destroying the Assad regime. Whether this 
continues is impossible to state as the civil war is on-going but at present, JN has succeeded in 
procuring large areas in Northern Syria and directed devastating attacks against the regime. 
Benotman and Blake believe “JN has shown itself to be the principal force against al-Assad and the 
Shabiha. The group has engaged with the Assad regime on the front lines from Idlib to Dera’a, 
including in many neighbourhoods of Aleppo and Deir Ezzor.” (Benotman and Blake,2013:9). JNs 
strategy against the Syrian Armed Forces is clearly strong and the use of violent prognostic frames 
is evidenced, in the almost daily use of suicide bombings or remotely detonated car bombs.  
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Motivational framing is a particular feature of Islamic SMs to influence and motivate existing and 
possible adherents. JN is no exception, which is verified with the use of Islamic references in the 
movement’s public statements. One example is JNs announcement of its creation which among 
other state: “…Al-Nusra Front bears responsibility to be the sword of the Islamic Nation on this 
land and protect the people after the help of Allah…Finally, we pray Allah to: have mercy on every 
martyr…And we…give promise to defend you until we become martyr in the sake of protecting 
you…” (Al-Manarah Al-Bayda, 2012). By emphasizing its Salafi-jihadists ideology and applying 
specific terms from the Quran, JN is able to motivate existing and attracting members. JN attempts 
to distribute the message, that fighting for JN and its goals, one will achieve shahada and terminate 
haram, who in this case is the West and Assad regime. Terminologies such as this will convince 
constituents to carry out radical tasks such as suicide missions. Furthermore, it is up to JNs ulamas 
to inculcate the SMs operatives with the values of jihad, and stress that after dying they will receive 
shahada and enter paradise. This is amongst others done with the use of propaganda such as 
“…CDs of the group’s doctrine are distributed throughout the country…This shared spiritual 
training acts as the glue of JN, keeping recruits unified in doctrine and goals. The CDs make sure 
that the message of JN remains constant…boost morale and prevent recruits from veering from the 
message of JN.” (Benotman and Blake,2013:10). This is a useful mean applied by JN, to constantly 
remind adherents of their belief in the Salafi-jihadists ideology and JN. The CDs contain sermons, 
where specific vocabularies such as shahada, haram and halal are used thereby, motivating and 
boosting morale to continue the fight of Islam and JN.   
 
Frame bridging comes in three forms: between two individuals, two SMs and a SM and an 
individual. However, the second is the only applicant to JN as it joined forces with parts of the 
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militant opposition. This occurred 24th September 2013 and prior to this “The absence of a 
unified…and an effective central military command have prevented the rebels from articulating and 
implementing a coherent military strategy...This has left the conduct of the war to the disparate 
armed opposition organizations…This …has prevented the rebels from allocating forces and 
resources according to a rational national plan for operations involving where to fight, when to 
fight, and what forces to use. (White et al,2013:10). A coalition between JN and other Salafi-
jihadists would increase the chances against the Assad regime, due to a joint military strategy and 
combination of military forces. The coalition would further, ensure the allocation of forces to be 
logical and more effective thereby, enhancing the possibility of victory and an Islamic state in 
Syria. Therefore, “ A coalition has formed among eleven Syrian rebel organizations…The new 
Islamic alliance- which includes some of the most powerful fractions from the FSA, the Syrian 
Islamic Front, and also Jabhat al-Nusra- aims to fight to establish an Islamic state…” 
(Szybala,2013:1). It can be stated frame bridging was a tactic and strategic move made by the 
Salafi-jihadists to ensure survival and success. Despite the coalitions diverse fractions entailing 
distinctive ideologies and goals, the union was an advantageous mean to increase military 
capability. However, the domination of Salafi-jihadist groups within the coalition could have 
devastating consequences for the FSA, whose goal is to implement a democracy in Syria. JN is an 
extremists SM who’s not willing to compromise regarding its goals and ideology. Nevertheless, JN 
entered the coalition, as it would increase its strength and influence and the chance to reach its main 
goal. Another alliance essential to mention, is the Syrian Islamic Front (SIF) (December 2012-
November 2013). Despite JNs reluctance to join, the coalition of eleven Salafi-jihadist movements 
was beneficial. The Islamic opposition was stronger together and JN would be able to militarily 
coordinate with the SIF. Thereby, a partial frame bridging took place to increase the prospect of 
survival and success for the Salafi-jihadists in Syria. 
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An alliance between AQ affiliated groups JN and ISIS was suppose to take place, as April 2013 
ISIS emir Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi announced JN would be incorporated into ISIS. However, this 
decision was dismissed by JN and AQ. This sparked severe tensions, which increased June 2013 
when AQ announced its support for JN, resulting in devastating infighting between the two 
movements. JN was not interested in a coalition with ISIS as the group “…have been vocal about 
their desire for a pan-Arabic Islamic caliphate, uncompromising in their control, and brutal in their 
reprisals against those who get in their way, be they regime or rebel parties…” (Szybala, 2013:2). 
The association would have devastating consequences for JN, despite their similar ideology and 
goal of an Islamic state. As previously stated JN has attempted to obtain the Syrian population’s 
support and ISISs brutal tactics, implementation of sharia and negative reputation would only 
damage these efforts. Moreover, the coalition could further damage the SMs credibility and 
achievements within the Salafi-jihadists community and among possible constituents. The 
infighting took a drastic turn, when ISIS killed commander Abu Rayyan from the Ahrar al-Sham 
movement who was a member of the SIF, hence a partial coalition partner of JN. With the 
formation of SIF “Ahrar al-Sham joined other big Islamist factions…and the strongly anti-ISIL 
Army of Islam…This was followed by intensified conflict between the ISIL and other factions. 
Baghdadi’s men were blamed for a string of attacks on Islamic Front members and even for 
clashing with their fellow Salafi-jihadis in the Nusra Front.” (Lund, 2014). Despite JNs alliance 
with SIF being only partial, a coalition with ISIS would have severe consequences, as SIF was an 
umbrella organization of Salafi-jihadists in Syria. It was more beneficial for JN being in an alliance 
with SIF than with one group, which was resented among the population and militant opposition in 
Syria. Therefore, JN would be stronger in a coalition with SIF than ISIS, as particularly after the 
murder of an Ahrar al-Sham member, JN could risk being excluded from this military beneficial 
alliance, if joining ISIS. Frame application hasn’t directly been applied by JN, as the group is 
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reluctant to compromise regarding its Salafi-jihadists belief. Despite the coalition “Typically, JN 
works independently of other Syrian rebel groups. This is likely a result of internal disagreement 
among jihadists about how to approach the ideologically compromised FSA... Since the FSA does 
not fight under the banner of sharia, JN leadership prefers to work independently of the rebel 
coalition...” (O’Bagy, 2012:36-37). JN is disinclined to apply frame application in most cases such 
as mobilization. However, the two coalitions indicate JN does partake in joint operations when the 
situation demands it, and cooperate with other rebel groups such as the FSA. Therefore, JN does not 
apply frame application directly but for strategic, tactical and necessary causes, the group is willing 
to cooperate beyond the Salafi-jihadists spectrum. However, this is not an application of JNs frames 
but a compromise. Furthermore, the movement has combined religious elements with nonreligious 
such as with the use of Western supplied weapons. Arguably “...the reality is that some proportion 
of Western aid will almost certainly leak to Jabhat al-Nusra...In December 2012, the Saudis 
covertly purchased weapons from Croatia...the weapons also ended up in the hands of Jabhat al-
Nusra.” (White et al,2013:23). Since its creation JN has renounced any assistance from the West but 
the use of Western weapons, can be argued to be frame application. This was done for the benefit of 
JNs military strategy and capacity but also for its survival. While frame application has been useful 
in terms of procuring resources, JN is reluctant to use this method regarding mobilization. The SM 
has been very specifically regarding its Salafi-jihadists ideology and goal of an Islamic state 
thereby, applying this as their mean to mobilize. Hence, the group has not attempted to combine 
religious elements with nonreligious for mobilization purposes, which has limited acceptance 
among Syrians.   
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5. Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant 	  	  
The purpose of this chapter is to select the most relevant SMTs and apply them to the case of the 
Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant. This will establish the causes for ISISs creation but also its 
strategic, organizational and mobilization means and structures. The SM was established in 2003 as 
part of AQ in Iraq in a response to the U.S. invasion (2003), with the aim of implementing a Sunni 
Islamic state in Syria. The theories chosen will be RDT, RMT and parts of framing, which has been 
previously discussed. This chapter will use a limited amount of reports and articles, as ISISs 
presence in Syria is relatively recent, currently operating and continually developing. Furthermore, 
literature about ISIS in Syria such as ethnographic accounts is very restricted, as access to Syria is 
limited.   
 
5.1 The Establishment of ISIS and Participation in the 2011-2014 War 	  
While JN was established as a reaction to the Civil War in Syria, ISIS originates with the U.S. 
invasion of Iraq in 2003. The founder of ISIS Jordanian Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, was head of the 
network JN was created from. However, prior to the name Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant, the 
movement was first named Bayat al-Imam (1990s), Jama’at al-Tawhid Wal-Jihad (2001) and then 
Al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI)/	  Al Qaeda Fi Bilad al-Rafidayn (AQ in The Land of the Two Rivers) (2004) 
as al-Zarqawi had been “…fighting alongside core al Qaeda in Afghanistan in 2001. AQI 
represented a formidable part of the Iraqi insurgency after the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 and 
played a major role in attacks on Shiite Muslims and Kurds, the destruction of civil 
infrastructure…” (Kostro and Riba, 2014). The link to core AQ gave al-Zarqawi the opportunity to 
create networks and become a skilled jihad fighter. Eventually al-Zarqawi became the leader of 
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AQI and the SM were a successful mean against Saddam Hussein, Western and Shiite presence in 
Iraq. In 2006 the U.S. killed al-Zarqawi and Abu Omar al-Baghdadi (?-2010) became emir with 
Abu Hamza al-Muhajir (1968-2010) as his Minister of War, and these two created the ISIS known 
today. The group’s “…extremist methods losing support among…Iraq's Sunni community, AQI 
“rebranded” to become the Islamic State of Iraq. The Islamic State of Iraq kept up the campaign of 
coordinated bombings against the Shiite targets across Iraq, before expanding into Syria after the 
civil war started there in April 2011.” (Austin, 2014). AQI wasn’t established, as a response to the 
Syrian Civil War such as JN hence, was not Syrian in character. However, due to the support 
among the Iraqi Sunni community deteriorating, the war in Syria presented itself as an opportunity 
to gain influence and survive. The latter leader of AQI Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, further changed the 
name of the movement in 2013. The group was now to be called the Islamic State of Iraq and the 
Levant, which revealed the goal of implementing a Sunni Islamic state covering both Iraq and 
Syria. However, throughout this master thesis the name ISIS will be used, despite the many name 
changes. The SM joined the war in Syria April 2013 by announcing JN was merging with ISIS as 
al-Baghdadi stated “We deputized al Julani, and he is one of our soldiers, and with him a group of 
our sons, and we pushed them from Iraq to the Levant so as to meet our cells in the Levant…” 
(Joscelyn, 2013). As previously argued this merger didn’t succeed, as al-Julani (April 2013) 
declined the union with al-Baghdadi and ISIS and so did AQ in June 2013. This sparked severe 
military infighting among the Syrian opposition, AQ and ISIS, which still continues today. This 
however, did not prevent ISIS from joining the civil war but provided a further cause to establish its 
authority in Syria.  
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5.2 ISIS and Relative Deprivation Theory  
RDT is a useful tool in determining the causes for ISIS’s establishment, which are numerous. The 
first deprivation is located in al-Zarqawi’s time in Jordan, where he was imprisoned for drug 
possession and sexual assault. While in prison al-Zarqawi was introduced to radical Islam and 
following his release, he ventured to Afghanistan to partake in the Afghan-Soviet War (1979-1989). 
It is believed that “In Peshawar, his interaction with Salafi doctrinaires, including Sheikh Abu 
Muhammad al- Maqdisi—Zarqawi’s mentor and partner…deepened his radicalization and 
broadened his terrorist contacts.” (Kirdar,2011:2). Due to his time in prison with al- Maqdisi and 
interaction with AQ in Afghanistan, al-Zarqawi’s religious devotion amplified his deprivation. 
Frame bridging can explain how AQ integrated al-Zarqawi into the Salafi-jihadist ideology as the 
group amplified his deprivation. However, this was not to make al-Zarqawi a member of the SM 
but to set up his own Salafi-jihadist movement to assist AQ. Anyone who opposed his statements 
and views were considered infidels (kuffars) and al-Zarqawi even published texts, to attract 
followers and spread the Salafi-jihadists ideology. The deprivation was initially felt towards his 
home country of Jordan and “…Zarqawi returned to Jordan with Maqdisi, where they began 
plotting against the Hashemite monarchy and formed Bayat al-Imam...Zarqawi caught the attention 
of Jordanian authorities with his recklessly vocal campaign criticizing King Hussein’s regime and 
its treaty with Israel.” (Kirdar,2011:2). The deprivation and lack of an Islamic state in Jordan lead to 
the formation of Bayat al-Imam (later ISIS). Al-Zarqawi was particularly against Jordan’s treaty 
with Israel, as he believed Israel was a product of Western imperialism. 
 
The second deprivation of ISIS can be located in the U.S. invasion of Iraq. Salafi-jihadist groups 
such as ISIS and AQ felt a threat towards their values, interests and morals, which they now were 
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about to be deprived of. Therefore, al-Zarqawi created a strategy where “First, he intended to isolate 
American forces by targeting their international and coalition partners...Second, he aimed to deter 
Iraqi cooperation with the transition process...Third, he targeted the rebuilding processes through 
high-profile attacks against civilian contractors and humanitarian aid workers Finally, he sought to 
ensnare the U.S. troops in a Sunni-Shiite civil war…” (Kirdar,2011:4). This strategy was carried out 
to prevent the West from implementing a democracy and thereby, eliminating the possibility of an 
Islamic state in Iraq. ISIS and AQ had now become one, to increase the chances of survival and 
relieve deprivation by succeeding against the West. The Iraqi cooperation with the West was seen 
as a direct attack on Islamic values and norms. Those who cooperated were perceived as infidels as 
they were aiding the West to implement its culture, norms and morals. ISIS and AQ believed they 
were entitled to an Islamic state based on Sharia and therefore, felt deprived of this legitimate right. 
Moreover, the “Former regime elements- previously a repressive bulwark against religious 
extremists...encouraged...”(Kirdar,2011:4) ISIS and AQ, as the invasion was considered an 
opportunity to end already existing deprivation. The Salafi-jihadists were not willing to go from one 
oppressor to another, and miss the opportunity of relieving their deprivation. Furthermore, it can be 
stated the implementation of a Western culture and democracy, would have amplified the already 
existing internal deprivation and oppression.  
 
The latter deprivation is evident in ISISs resentment towards the Shiite population. The U.S. 
invasion was considered an opportunity, to diminish the Shiite populace influence in the Iraqi 
government. ISIS is a Sunni Muslim movement, which felt deprived due to the majority of Shiites 
in the Iraqi leadership who further alienated the Sunnis from the political arena. Therefore, “The al-
Qaeda Organisation in the Land of Two Rivers (Iraq) is declaring all-out war on the Rafidha (a 
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pejorative term for Shia), wherever they are in Iraq…As for the government, servants of the 
crusaders headed by Ibrahim al-Jaafari, they have declared a war on Sunnis…” (Al-Jazzera, 2005). 
ISIS believed al-Jaafari was a product of the West and would implement a democracy with Western 
values, norms and morals and extent Western imperialism. Furthermore, al-Jaafari’s Shia belief 
further alienated the group from the political arena hence, the SM would fail to reach its main goal 
of an Islamic state in Iraq. The implementation of a pro-western and Shia regime enhanced ISISs 
deprivation with only one opportunity to relieve it. This was to attack the civilian Shiite population, 
government forces and officials and “Though Zarqawi justifies targeting Shiite civilians on 
religious grounds, arguing that they are apostates, politics, not religion, motivates his assault on the 
Shiite community.” (Hunt, 2005). ISIS and its leader may have used religious causes to justify the 
brutal attacks on Shiites in Iraq. However, this thesis believes another source of the confrontation is 
to be found in the Shiite domination of the political arena. Particularly after the U.S. invasion the 
Sunni Muslims were alienated from the political sphere, as the Iraqi presidency and parliament 
consisted of mainly Shia Muslims. Sunni radical extremists such as al-Zarqawi are not willing to 
share power with Shiites, as it weakens their goal of a Sunni Islamic state and due to different 
interpretations of Islam. The religious grounds argued by al-Zarqawi are part of several excuses to 
justify the war against Shiites. It is a mean used to end deprivation, obtain influence and enter the 
political sphere to implement a Sunni Islamic state.    
     
5.3 ISIS and Resource Mobilization Theory  	  
Similar to JN, ISIS has taken advantage of its close affiliation with AQ to mobilize adherents and 
resources. The groups close affiliation and union with AQ has served as a useful strategy to attract 
resources and members. It can be stated, “…the Islamic State in Iraq and Greater Syria…are 
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affiliated with Al-Qaeda, both sharing a similar Salafist-jihadi ideology and striving to establish an 
Islamic caliphate in Greater Syria.” (Meir Amit Intelligence and Terrorism Information 
Center,2013:31). The close affiliation between AQ and ISIS is transparent in the similar ideology of 
the two SMs. By linking ISIS with AQ, the group is able to attract new members and resources due 
to AQs credibility and achievements. In Iraq ISIS operated in a war zone and the West monitored 
the great influx of muhajir (foreign) Salafi-jihadists in Iraq. This limited the mobilizing options but 
the close affiliation with AQ ensured ISIS constant recruitment of constituents and resources. 
However, as AQ broke with ISIS in June 2013 this strategy was relinquished. In 2004 al- Zarqawi 
publicly linked ISIS with AQ: “…2004…al-Zarqawi finally paid bayat to Osama bin Laden...One 
explanation for this…was simple: al-Zarqawi profited from the al-Qaeda franchise...Another 
explanation is…bin Laden laid claim to al-Zarqawi in the hopes of forestalling his emergence as the 
single most important terrorist figure…and al-Zarqawi accepted bin Laden’s endorsement to 
augment his credibility and to strengthen his grip on the Iraqi tribes.”(Weaver,2006). The official 
cooperation would be beneficial for both SMs. ISIS would increase the possibilities of attracting 
constituents and resources, which wouldn’t have endorsed the group without the association. 
Furthermore, ISIS would officially obtain the recognition of AQ leader Osama bin Laden, the most 
successful and feared Salafi-jihadist in the world. This highly contributed to the credibility of ISIS 
amongst the Salafi-jihadists community and network.     
 
An additional useful means of mobilization, which ISIS has applied, is social ties and personal 
networks. It can be argued, “…Zarqawi forged a relationship with Abu Kutaiba al Urdani, whose 
letter of introduction would be instrumental in Zarqawi’s association with bin Laden...Moreover, 
Zarqawi’s natural networking skills allowed him to cultivate important relationships with fellow 
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militants, especially those whose wealth would form the base for his international support 
network....” (Kirda, 2011:6). Prior to and in the beginning of ISIS formation, al-Zarqawi established 
relationships and ties with other Salafi-jihadists, which eventually constituted the core network of 
AQI. This gave al-Zarqawi and ISIS essential tools to create social ties and networks of their own in 
the Salafi-jihadists community, which was used to mobilize adherents and resources. Furthermore, 
the relationship with fellow militants ensured a constant, reliable and skilled flow of resources and 
members. As a strategy “…al-Zarqawi…dispatched a number of operatives...Those operatives 
established “guesthouses” in Syria to train and funnel operatives to Iraq...” (Meir Amit Intelligence 
and Terrorism Information Center,2013:18). This proved beneficial for ISIS in the Syrian Civil 
War, as the SM would use the network to become a vital part in the war, despite its initial purpose. 
The network provided an established presence in Syria, which the group exploited to expand its 
operations, influence and mobilization into Syria. ISIS could mobilize jihadist’s warriors, which 
were skilled and committed to the SM and its ideology. ISIS was able to expand its network into 
Syria due to the Assad regime, which intentionally gave Salafi-jihadists a place of entry into Iraq.       
 
Since its establishment ISIS has created a reputation, which labels the group as merciless and brutal, 
thereby damaging its credibility and unlike JN, the movement does not rely on public perception. 
Sam Webb argues ISISs “…methods, including savage mass executions…have even drawn 
condemnation from Al Qaeda commanders, who have demanded the group leave the war-torn 
nation.” (Webb, 2014). ISIS’s brutal methods are evidenced in several online videos, which have 
alienated large parts of the Syrian population, AQ and the remaining opposition in Syria. However, 
despite this the group and current leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi have successfully been able to 
mobilize adherents and resources. The cause for this is ISISs history of achievements in Iraq and 
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Syria, which has ensured a constant flow of resources. The group has been able to attract Salafi-
jihadists and resources from across the globe such as Europe, due to its military achievements, 
efficiency and strict enforcement of the Islamic ideology in Iraq and Syria. Despite “The "criminal 
atrocities" committed by ISIS, in particular, including abducting, terrorising and forcing civilians 
and local Islamic groups to swear allegiance (Baya'a) to the organisation have amplified its 
notoriety.” (Alhies and Mustafa,2014). The brutal and ruthless tactics applied by ISIS are not a 
deliberate strategic means applied to mobilize, as in most cases this would undermine and destroy a 
SM. The population and other SMs would alienate and discredit the group thereby, terminating the 
mobilization of resources. However, is does indicate that ISIS is a group, which does not 
compromise or respond to pressure even though this could endanger its presence in Syria. 
Furthermore, this illustrates a group with a vast confidence due to its networks, military capacity 
and jihadist’s experience. Hence ISIS is necessitated to rely on its achievements and networks, to 
attract and ensure a constant flow of mobilization.  
 
Credibility can be used to undermine another movement, by publicly doubting and damaging its 
integrity. This is the current scenario between both AQ affiliates JN and ISIS, as both SMs are 
indicating faults in one another’s strategy to attract resources, undermine each other and become 
stronger. The internal struggle and continuing discrediting between ISIS and JN, lead to AQ 
supporting JN and denouncing ISIS, as “Ayman al-Zawahiri’s announcement is an unequivocal 
decision in favor of the Al-Nusra Front in the fierce power struggles conducted over the past year 
between Al-Qaeda’s branches in Iraq and Syria.” (Meir Amit Intelligence and Terrorism 
Information Center,2013:5-6). In April 2013 AQ leader al-Zawahiri publicly dismantled the union 
with ISIS in favour of JN, as the credibility of AQ was in danger of being damaged. The motivation 
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for this choice and JNs discrediting, was due to ISISs brutal tactics but also an internal power 
struggle among the Syrian opposition. JNs main purpose was to attract resources and support 
among the Syrian population. Being affiliated with ISIS and its violent and brutal strategy could 
affect the Syrian population and Salafi-jihadists community’s perception of both JN and AQ. 
However, preceding the infighting Abdulaziz Alhies and Hamza Mustafa argue, “As soon as the 
Islamic State was declared, al-Nusra Front suffered a severe rift. Almost one third of its fighters, 
mostly foreigners ("Muhajirin" or emigrants), withdrew and joined the Islamic State in Iraq, 
swearing allegiance to Baghdadi as their Emir.” (Alhies and Mustafa,2014). ISISs military 
capability, achievements and experience in Syria and Iraq made the group popular for individuals. 
However, it can be estimated that following the clash with JN, ISIS experienced a severe rift in the 
membership. Nevertheless, ISIS is highly operational due to its networks and achievements. Its 
current military position in Syria is minor compared to the remaining opposition, as the SM is only 
present in Northern Syria in cities such as Raqqah (See appendix  one for illustration).   
 
Despite brutal tactics and alienation of the Syrian population, ISIS has in the course of the Syrian 
Civil War to a minor extent, begun to understand the importance of public perception. Therefore, 
“ISIS members have also provided aid to civilian protestors…free medical services to locals…bags 
of food to the needy…and below-market fuel...Through these and other types of soft-power 
outreach, ISIS is attempting to lay the groundwork for a future Islamic state by gradually 
socializing Syrians to the concept.” (Zelin, 2013). Similar to JN, ISIS is attempting to mobilize 
adherents and support from the Syrian population however, the group’s attempt has only been 
minimal. The population is probably the most significant support, which ISIS needs in order to 
succeed and implement an Islamic state. However, despite claims to socialize the public, ISISs 
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strategy is still military, believing this to be the solution to reach its main goal. However, according 
to Aaron Zelin  “In Syria…ISIS appears to be learning this lesson, and its rhetoric and actions are 
evolving… in a July 30 [2013, after the clash between JN and ISIS begun]… video 
message…attempted to cast the group's past stumbles in a sympathetic light: "As for our mistakes, 
we do not deny them…God forbid that we commit mistakes deliberately. Anyone who seeks leaders 
and mujahedin who work without mistakes will never find them...So how could they blame and 
criticize us for something that humans are compelled to do…” (Zelin, 2013). ISISs attempts for 
redemption among the Syrian population via acknowledging its mistakes and making up for them 
via humanitarian aid, has only been minor and with little success. Despite other claims, public 
perception towards ISIS is not to be overestimated. The movement’s popularity has increased 
relatively little as the brutal and radical strategy towards Shiites and Syrian population still occurs, 
which can be evidenced in the millions of refugees. 
 
McCarthy and Zalds proposed structure of Islamic SMs, partly resembles ISISs structure. After al-
Zarqawi’s death, ISIS’s organizational structure became more bureaucratic and institutionalized 
(Kirda, 2011:9). This is evident in the cadre/emir structure of ISIS with Al-Baghdadi who 
“…became the leader of ISIL following the May 2010 death of his predecessor...He is currently 
located in Syria and continues to lead ISIL in both Iraq and Syria. In August 2013, al-Baghdadi 
appointed Abu Muhammad al-Adnani al‑Shami as ISIL’s Emir for Syria.” (Australian National 
Security). Similar to JN and other Islamic movements, ISIS has several emirs but al-Baghdadi is the 
head of the SM. Emirs such as al-Baghdadi and al‑Shami are those who outlines strategies such as 
military and resources. Like other movements ISIS has other emirs, which is part of  “…a highly 
hierarchical structure, featuring an overall leadership council and provincial governments in both 
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Iraq and Syria. Regional cells act with relative autonomy under general direction from ISIL senior 
leaders.” (Australian National Security). The structure of ISIS further consists of professional 
staff/battalions, which is the military fraction. Unlike JN these have relative freedom to attack and 
fight as they choose however, the overall leadership (emirs) ensure some kind of strategic approach. 
ISIS has provincial governments who further can be determined as cadres/emirs, as they are in 
control of particular areas such as Raqqa (See appendix  one and two for illustration). These are 
responsible for recruiting constituents, leading battalions and maintaining some kind of law and 
order among its battalions and society. However, these are not directly part of the decision-making 
process such as al‑Shami and al-Baghdadi. Nevertheless, they can act as consultants to the leader 
emirs as the strategic and organizational decision will affect them and their battalions.     
 
External influence can further be detected in the structure of ISIS. The latter is evident in the close 
connection and combination of AQ and ISIS, despite AQ only had a minor influence on the SM. As 
previously stated al-Zarqawi paid bayat (allegiance) to bin Laden and AQ in 2004 but the alliance 
was fragile from the start, and only made for practical purposes (Weaver, 2006). Al-Zarqawi had 
become an influential and prominent figure within the Salafi-jihadists community hence, he wasn’t 
willing to compromise or receive instructions from others. However, “When the United States 
launched its air war inside Afghanistan…al-Zarqawi joined forces with al-Qaeda and the Taliban 
for the first time.” (Weaver, 2006). Even though al-Zarqawi was determined to avoid external 
influence from other Salafi-jihadists, ISIS was forced to enter an alliance with AQ. If Salafi-
jihadists joined forces, they would become stronger and increase the chance of defeating Western 
influence, the Shia government and ensure their survival. This alliance continued despite 
disagreements until June 2013. Al-Baghdadi continued the brutal strategy and tactics of ISIS in 
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Syria, which resulted in an official break between AQ and ISIS. Due to the movement’s brutal 
attacks on Muslim civilians and alienation of the Syrian population, the cooperation between the 
two discredited AQ. Despite efforts AQ leader Ayman al-Zawahiri had no influence on ISIS to 
prevent this and it can therefore be argued “…the Islamic State…does not obey the instructions of 
Al-Qaeda’s leadership” and “…Therefore,…[AQ officially proclaimed that ISIS] is not a branch of 
Al- Qaeda and has no organizational connection with it. Moreover…[the General Command of Al-
Qaeda] is not responsible for [ISIS] conduct.” (Meir Amit Intelligence and Terrorism Information 
Center,2013:2-3). AQ did have a minor influence on ISIS in Iraq however, since its expansion into 
Syria the cooperation and influence had been non-existent.    
 
5.4 ISIS and Framing 	  
Diagnostic framing can further be used to explain ISISs mobilization means, as the group has 
identified similar frames of possible members. The SM amongst others target foreign recruits 
coming to Syria as “…its recruiters are roaming the Turkish borders to catch inexperienced 
volunteers and use them as cannon fodder for their global propaganda and suicide attacks.”(Filiu, 
2014). Particularly foreign fighters have been identified as potential adherents and ISIS is 
expanding their interest in Islam thereby, linking it to the ideology of SM. This is a useful 
mobilization mean and this thesis believes, “ISIS appears to attract more foreign fighters. They 
constitute a majority of ISIS's elite fighter corps and are disproportionately represented in its 
leadership...” (Al-Tamimi, 2013). Furthermore, deprivation can be used to convince foreign fighters 
to join ISIS, as recruiters will identify individuals with similar frames and increase their sense of 
deprivation. Thereby, individuals are convinced to join as they now feel a higher sense of 
victimization and believe ISIS is the solution. Diagnostic framing can further explain the recruiting 
	  	   66	  
of Syrians, which constitute the majority of ISIS despite other claims. ISIS will target individuals, 
who have experienced social injustice in relation to the Assad regime and amplify their deprivation 
and victimization. However, not much is known about ISISs recruiting methods and the causes for 
joining hence, the above is only a possible estimate. Other imaginable means could be its strong 
military position and “Some say that Syrians joined because the group offers better money and 
protection than other rebel outfits.” (Birke, 2013).  
 
Prognostic framing can be applied to establish ISISs strategy to reach its goal of implementing an 
Islamic state. The first is the transformation of individual belief, which is evident in the vast influx 
of foreign fighters as “…the ISIL is now bracing for a sustained global campaign from the core of 
the Middle East…The foreign recruits…are basically a trump card to magnify the international 
outreach of Baghdadi’s networks—first in the jihadi diaspora and later as potential operatives in 
their home countries...” (Filiu, 2014). The group hopes to convert foreign fighters to the Salafi-
jihadists belief, which they eventually will take back home to countries such as Lebanon, Saudi 
Arabia and the West. ISISs strategy is to transform individual beliefs and spread its ideology, to 
obtain supporters on a global scale. However, the transformation of individual belief is forced upon 
the Syrian population. Even though the main goal for ISIS is an Islamic state in Syria and Iraq, the 
belief is assumed to spread globally and ensure Islamic and ISIS dominance. The latter prognostic 
frame, which can be applied to ISIS are violent prognostic frames. These constitute the majority of 
the SMs strategy, to oust the Assad regime and reach its goal. ISIS has been estimated to have the 
most violent and brutal approach, which is evident in achievements such as “…in mid-May, ISIS 
summarily executed three Alawites…in the main square of Deir al-Zour. A month later, ISIS killed 
two "apostates" in the city for supposedly straying from Sunni Islam. More recently, group 
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members murdered two boys…due to alleged heresy. ISIS has also been involved in blowing up 
Shiite and Sufi shrines…it has targeted commanders from the opposition Free Syrian Army...” 
(Zelin, 2013). This is only a small fraction of the violent and brutal tactics applied by ISIS. The 
movement believes this to be the most successful mean, in overthrowing the Syrian government and 
implementing an Islamic state. This strategy has been both useful and devastating, as it has 
alienated large parts of the Syrian population and opposition such as JN. Furthermore, it has caused 
internal fighting amongst the opposition, which has affected the position on the ground and the 
annulment of ISIS and AQs union. However, the violent means has resulted in a large takeover of 
areas in northern Syria such as the city of Raqqa (See appendix  one for illustration of ISIS 
controlled areas).   
 
Frame application can determine part of ISISs recruitment strategy. This thesis believes the SM has 
attempted to combine religious themes with nonreligious, to attract constituents and support among 
Syrians. This is evident as “…ISIS speakers frequently exhort people on the virtues of jihad and 
fighting the Assad regime, sometimes balancing the speeches with fun, fair-like activities like tug-
of-war competitions …Children have also been invited to participate in pie- and cantaloupe-eating 
contests and a Quranic recitation competition…ISIS members even gave presents to children during 
Eid al-Fitr at the end of Ramadan.” (Zelin,2013). By uniting religious and nonreligious elements 
such as fairs and activities, ISIS creates a link between the Salafi-jihadists SM and Syrian society. 
However, this strategy only had a minor effect and has been misjudged by Zelin. ISIS attempted to 
portray itself as part of the community and thereby, obtain the vital support and attract members. 
Moreover, the group believed combining religious with nonreligious elements would picture ISIS as 
charitable and humanitarian thereby, shifting the focus from the claims of being brutal and violent. 
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This strategy has only been implemented in very few places and with little effect, as ISIS still 
enforces Sharia law in conquered areas. Many Syrians are reluctant to accept the implementation of 
Sharia, which has caused millions to flee from ISIS controlled areas. By changing its image and 
uniting the strict religious ideology with nonreligious elements, ISIS hoped to gain support and 
gradually socialize the population into the idea of an Islamic state. However this has not been 
successful, as the SM continues its brutal strategy and continually force Sharia upon the Syrian 
population. Aymenn Jawad Al-Tamimi argues ISIS “…understands that to perpetuate its existence 
in Syria, it must recruit from the next generation. Hence, outreach to children is a key part of ISIS's 
modus operandi for consolidating power.” (Al-Tamimi,2013). If Syria is to become an Islamic state 
in the future, the group needs to be affiliated with the Syrian population of the future: the children. 
By indoctrinating the Salafi-jihadists ideology among children the chances of ISISs survival and an 
Islamic state increases. Combining religious and nonreligious elements such as pie and cantaloupe-
eating contests is a beneficial mean to attract the future of Syria. However, as stated there have only 
been few cases of this therefore, strategy has been overestimated. ISIS tends to force Sharia upon 
the population including children, rather than socializing and winning the hearts of Syrians.   
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Conclusion 	  
The goal of this master thesis was to analyse Salafi-jihadists presence, role and organization in 
Syria by applying SMT to JN and ISIS. It can now be concluded SMT is applicable to Salafi-
jihadist movements such as JN and ISIS. SMT was a useful mean applied to analyse the two cases 
however, the sources available on JN and ISIS was few. Furthermore, none were ethnographic 
accounts as Syria and particular the Salafi-jihadists opposition is cut off from the West, which 
limited the literature available.   
 In the case of JN, RDT was able to establish the causes for its establishment. The deprivation 
originated in the repressive and secular politics practiced from 1963-2011 towards Salafi-jihadists 
in Syria. They were alienated from the political sphere and oppressed, to eliminate the opportunity 
of an Islamic state in Syria. Furthermore, JN felt deprived due to the regime being under Western 
influence regarding its secular policies, as the SM believed it had a legitimate right of an Islamic 
state. Due to the group’s deprivation towards Western imperialism, it proclaimed its presence in 
Syria when the probability of Western interference became likely.  
RMT was used to determine the mobilization methods and organizational structure of JN. It can be 
concluded the SM mostly relies on credibility, achievements, personal networks and affiliation with 
AQ. The latter amplified mobilization of constituents and resources, as JN became associated with 
AQ whose integrity is so extensive. Furthermore, the movement relies heavily upon its own 
credibility and achievements such as jihad experience in Iraq and sensitivity towards the Syrian 
population. However, there has been a tendency to overemphasize JNs popularity and sensitivity, as 
evidently many Syrians fear the SMs ideology, which has resulted in alienation and millions of 
refugees. RMT was further applied to ascertain the organizational structure of JN, which for 
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example include emirs and the Majlis al-Shura council. The council provides religious verification 
for the actions and strategy of JN, to be in accordance with Islam and Sharia.  
Framing theory was only partially used as only prognostic, motivational framing and frame 
bridging was applicable to explain JNs strategy from the sources available. Prognostic framing was 
able to determine JNs strategy such as violent prognostic frames. These indicate JN is attempting to 
oust the Assad regime, with strategic military resources like suicide bombings. Motivational 
framing explained how the SM encourages present and possible adherents. It can be concluded this 
is a mean commonly applied within Islamic activism, as groups such as JN use specific 
terminologies from the Quran to mobilize. Furthermore, JN applies the use of propaganda to 
maintain spirit and morale within the group. The last framing theory contributing to determine JNs 
strategy was frame bridging. The SMs strategy was evident in the two coalitions created with the 
remaining Syrian opposition: The New Islamic Coalition and SIF. These were made to increase 
military capacity, the chances of survival and of an Islamic state in Syria. Frame bridging was 
further applied, to establish the causes for the infighting between JN and ISIS. The conclusion is 
that JN refused to create an alliance with ISIS due to its negative reputation and brutal strategy. 
This could damage JNs reputation, efforts and cooperation with the opposition and Syrian 
population.  
SMT was further applied to the case of ISIS to establish its presence, role and organization in Syria. 
The use of RDT located the causes for ISIS creation back to al-Zarqawi’s introduction to the Salafi-
jihadists ideology. The deprivation developed further, with the U.S invasion of Iraq and resentment 
towards Western imperialism. This reduced the chance of Sunni influence in the form of an Islamic 
state in Iraq as the government mainly consisted of Shiites. Moreover, the Western presence and 
cooperation with the Iraqi government alienated the Salafi-jihadists, and pushed al-Zarqawi into a 
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more extremist approach.  
RMT was applied to establish ISISs mobilization methods, one being its affiliation with AQ 
preceding the Syrian civil war. Currently the movement relies on networks, achievements and 
military capacity to mobilize resources. However, ISISs reputation and radical tactics have 
damaged its credibility, which have made this a limiting mobilization mean. The remaining 
opposition has further damaged the group’s credibility by discrediting ISISs extreme methods. The 
SM has made little effort to be accepted by the Syrian people and applies a strategy of force. This 
has alienated large parts of the Syrian population and resulted in millions of refugees, fleeing from 
ISIS due to its execution of Sharia law in occupied areas. The organization consists of a hierarchical 
structure of emirs and battalions, where emirs such as al-Baghdadi determine the strategy of ISIS.  
Parts of framing were applied to establish ISISs mobilization and military methods. Diagnostic 
framing was used to determine, how the movement mobilizes foreign and Syrian recruits. By 
amplifying their deprivation in regards to Islam and Assad regime, ISIS can garner more 
constituents. Additionally, ISISs robust military position and better salaries compared to other 
opposition SMs are further applied. However, due to limited sources and knowledge it is difficult to 
establish the precise mobilizations means. Prognostic framing outlined the strategy of ISIS, which 
includes: transformation of individual belief and violent prognostic frames. The former constitute a 
strategy of enforcing Sharia Law upon the Syrian population. The SM hopes this will transform the 
Islamic belief of Syrians to become more radical thereby, supporting ISIS and obtaining the goal of 
an Islamic state. Violent prognostic frames are evident in the military strategy consisting of violent 
and brutal means, to overthrow the regime and implement a Caliphate. These have had negative 
consequences for ISIS, as the population has been estranged and severe infighting among the 
resistance. The final theory applied to ISIS was frame application as this established the SMs 
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recruitment strategy. ISIS attempted to adjust its frames by combining religious with non-religious 
themes, to attract and gradually socialize Syrians into ISISs ideology. Despite claims these attempts 
have been restricted hence, unsuccessful and ISIS continues to isolate the populace. The Syrian 
civil war is on-going and it will be interesting to see, how Salafi-jihadists like JN and ISIS develops 
and if an Islamic state is obtained. Particular since ISIS has expanded into Iraq with great force and 
JN who remains in Syria.     
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Appendix One:  
Military Battles Lines of Syria, February 2014 (Burrows, 2014). 
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Appendix Two:  
Political Map of the Syrian Arab Republic (Nations Online Project). 
 
 
 
  
  
  
     
	  
